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Abstract 

On March 23, 1944, during Rome’s 9-month Nazifascist occupation, Italian Resistance 

fighters orchestrated a bombing attack on via Rasella which resulted in 33 German casualties. Less 

than 24 hours later, SS troops retaliatorily executed 335 Italians in a set of abandoned caves now 

infamously known as the Fosse Ardeatine. The monument inaugurated at the site in 1949 is widely 

considered to be Italy’s first modern monument as well as an exceedingly rare national Resistance 

memorial. Yet while the importance of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine is indisputable, it is 

the goal of the present study to recognize the narratives that cannot fit within a univocal monument 

to a mass tragedy. 

To do so, this project will provide an analytic survey of various grassroots commemorative 

practices used to honor the victims of the Fosse Ardeatine across time. Through a mixed 

methodological approach that combines art history with memory and reception studies, grassroots 

commemoration is defined as memorials that have been spontaneously created by extrainstitutional 

actors rather than official, state-sponsored commission. To first contextualize the need for 

grassroots commemoration of the massacre, this project will reconstruct the strained dynamics and 

abundant criticism leveled by the victims’ families towards the monument. In so doing, the 

dissonance between private and public memory of the Resistance and the competing needs of 

familial mourning and institutional commemoration becomes clear. 

From there, two primary types of grassroots memorials created by familial and political 

groups in the years following the massacre will be analyzed; spontaneous shrines of portrait 

photographs placed by the victims’ families in the Fosse Ardeatine caves, and commemorative 

plaques erected throughout Rome’s urban fabric by the political parties affiliated with the victims. 

Despite their mutual function as individualized memorials for the massacre victims, the 
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spontaneous shrines and memorial plaques served different audiences and functioned according to 

fundamentally distinct commemorative logics. The phenomenological experience and rhetorical 

impact of each memorial format illustrates the simultaneously personal and political functions of 

grassroots memorials. 

Lastly, attacks on Resistance memory from the ‘New Right’ in recent years have meant 

that Fosse Ardeatine memorials sites are now frequent stages for counter-memory as expressed 

through acts of revision, vandalism, and, ultimately, destruction. The contestedness of Resistance 

memory in recent years has, however, also prompted a resurgence of positive iterations of 

grassroots commemoration for the Fosse Ardeatine and has reframed the massacre’s ethical 

commemoration as a form of contemporary antifascist activism.   

. 
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1. Introduction  

On via Rasella, just behind Rome’s Presidential residence of the Quirinal Palace, stands 

an apartment building riddled with bullet holes [Figure 1]. On this site, members of a militant 

Communist collective, the Gruppo di Azione Patriottica or “GAP,” orchestrated a bombing 

attack on March 23, 1944 against a Nazi Bozen regiment which resulted in 33 German 

casualties. Believing that the explosion had come from above, the German troops initially shot 

towards the windows of the corner building killing multiple civilians in the process.1 The 

Germans were ultimately unsuccessful in detaining any of the gappisti involved in the attack 

and instead ordered the retaliatory massacre of ten Italians for each German killed. Less than 

24 hours after the attack at via Rasella, SS troops had thus executed 335 political prisoners, 

Jews, and random passersby in an abandoned set of quarrying caves along the Appia Antica 

now infamously known as the Fosse Ardeatine.2 

Less than a year prior in July 1943 Allied forces officially invaded Sicily to begin their 

campaign to liberate the Italian peninsula from Fascist rule and Nazi occupation. On July 25, 

1943 the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini was officially voted out of power by his own Grand 

Council and placed under arrest. It was then on September 8, 1943 that the Italian armistice 

with the Allies was announced and Italy officially left the Axis powers. Following the 

announcement of the armistice, the Italian royal family and Prime Minister Pietro Badoglio 

fled Rome to meet with the Allied forces making their way up the Italian peninsula. Nazi forces 

then marched up via Ostiense, broke through the Resistance fighters’ defensive bulwark at 

 
1 Alessandro Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out: History, Memory, and Meaning of a Nazi Massacre in 
Rome (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 139. 
2 Nicoletta Leoni, “Per una storia dell’ANFIM,” in Le Fosse Ardeatine, ed. Associazione Nazionale Famiglie 
Italiane Martiri Caduti per la Libertà della Patria (Rome: Edizioni ANFIM, 2019), 5. 
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Porta San Paolo, and occupied the city of Rome until June 1944. Over those nine months, 

Rome’s population was starved, persecuted, and so inevitably resisted.  

The GAP attack at via Rasella was the single most successful act of partisan 

insurrection during Rome’s period of Nazifascist occupation, but memory of this event has 

since evolved into a complex case of historical revisionism and political controversy. Between 

1997 and 1999 in a much-needed correction to the historical record, Alessandro Portelli 

conducted a landmark oral history, L'ordine è già stato eseguito: Roma, le Fosse Ardeatine, la 

memoria, to expose several of the misconceptions that have fueled antipartisan rhetoric 

regarding the via Rasella attack.3 Portelli breaks down the ways in which the partisans of via 

Rasella are often framed as culpable for the subsequent massacre at the Fosse Ardeatine. The 

most common misconception against the gappisti is fueled by the belief that the ten-to-one law 

of retaliation predated the via Rasella attack, and that it was only after the partisans’ refusal to 

acquiesce to the Germans’ call for surrender that Herbert Kappler’s troops proceeded with the 

mass execution. Portelli forcefully argues that “[t]his belief has bred, in turn, a great deal of 

defamation of the partisans involved and of the anti-Fascist struggle as a whole,” and 

categorizes the widespread proliferation of this misconception as “perhaps the one ground on 

which the discourse of the most extreme right has merged seamlessly with middle-of-the-road 

commonsense…”4 In reality there was no such “law of retaliation” in existence at the time, the 

Germans never issued a call for surrender, and instead within 24 hours they had discretely 

executed 335 people at the Fosse Ardeatine and subsequently detonated the site in an attempt 

to hide all evidence.5 

Despite the Nazi troops’ attempts to conceal the massacre, the site has been 

commemorated by the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine monument since 1949 [Fig. 2]. 

 
3 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 16. 
4 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 3, 5. 
5 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 3. 
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Designed according to the first bando di concorso or national architectural competition in post-

Liberation Italy, the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine is widely considered to be Italy’s first 

modern monument as well as an exceedingly rare national memorial to the Resistance. For 

reasons that will be more thoroughly elaborated in Chapter Two, Italy’s post-Liberation 

government “heavily pushed [the Fosse Ardeatine] as a useful symbol of the martyrdom of the 

whole of Italy.”6 But this singular emphasis on the martyrs’ death as the sacrificial founding 

of a newly antifascist Italy smooths over the more controversial violence of the partisans at via 

Rasella. In Portelli’s own words, “[t]he Resistance, martyred rather than fighting, is better 

represented through the Fosse Ardeatine than through Via Rasella.”7  

Despite being the most significant event in Rome’s partisan Resistance, there is no 

historical marker along via Rasella to explain the events that occurred there besides the bullet 

holes. Memory scholars have often argued that ruins can be effective instruments of historical 

commemoration. Their efficacy, however, can only be realized when accompanied by what 

Pierre Nora termed “the will to remember.”8 In a 1982 Il Messaggero article entitled “Quelle 

ferite sono ancora lì. Cancellarle o conservarle come documento?”, the inhabitants of via 

Rasella argued that “if the possibility exists to leave them as a historical memory of Nazi 

occupation with a plaque that commemorates them, it will be important for new generations.”9 

In his comprehensive 2002 survey of commemorative Resistance plaques, Giuseppe Mogavero 

put forward his express opinion for the need of a plaque that “should necessarily link the 

memory of the GAP attack against the Bozen regiment with an homage to the civilians.”10 With 

no historical marker to explain and contextualize its scarred façade, the bullet-ridden building 

 
6 Philip Cooke, The Legacy of the Italian Resistance (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 60. 
7 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 246. 
8 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations, no. 26 (1989): 19. 
9 Giuseppe Mogavero, I muri ricordano: La Resistenza a Roma attraverso le epigrafi (1943-1945) (Bolsena: 
Massari editore, 2002), 113. “…se esiste la possibilità di lasciarli come memoria storica dell’occupazione 
nazista, con una lapide che li ricordi, ciò sarà importante per le nuove generazioni.” 
10 Mogavero, I muri ricordano, 113. “…dovrebbe necessariamente abbinare la memoria dell’attacco gappista ai 
Bozen con l’omaggio alle vittime civili.” 
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on via Rasella has lost its potential resonance as a vivid testament to Nazifascist occupation 

and the Roman Resistance. What remains is a symbol of the continued confusion, 

fragmentation, and division that all too often characterize historical memory of the Italian 

Resistance. 

Ironically the divisive nature of Resistance memory has been its most consistent 

characteristic over time. The 1990s in particular marked a decisive historiographical and 

political shift in the legacy of the Resistance that demonstrated just how deeply these divisions 

run. As memory studies became an increasingly popular methodological approach, John Foot 

described how, “[t]he study of these divided memories blew resistance myths apart.”11 Portelli 

later criticized historians for this state of shock, arguing that if they had been paying attention 

to moderate and conservative news outlets or everyday conversations in local communities 

they would have recognized these rifts far earlier.12 Concurrently, Italy’s political scene was 

jolted by the dissolution of its traditional party system and the rise of a new political right that 

championed a rhetoric of historical reconciliation. Rebecca Clifford has summarized the 

arguments of right-wing reconciliationists, “that for the sake of national unity in the present, 

old divides between fascists and anti-fascists should be put aside, and the violence of the war 

era should be forgotten.”13 This advocation for selective historical forgetting went hand-in-

hand with the concurrent argument that state-sponsored antifascism was no longer a feasible 

narrative for Italian national unity.  

The competing arguments between historical reconciliationists and those advocating 

for Resistance memory then crystallized in 1996 around the trials of Erich Priebke, a former 

SS captain involved in the massacre of the Fosse Ardeatine. During the Priebke trials, the Fosse 

Ardeatine once again became the center of national media attention and there was a definitive 

 
11 John Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 126. 
12 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 5. 
13 Rebecca Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory: Anti-Fascism, the Holocaust and the Fosse Ardeatine 
Memorial in 1990s Italy,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 44, no. 2 (2008): 133. 
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shift in the contemporary significance of the massacre. Rome was divided over whether to 

forgive and forget an old man who once followed wartime orders, or to strive for long-overdue 

justice for the victims of the Fosse Ardeatine. Over several trials Priebke was initially found 

not guilty for acting under orders, then sentenced to fifteen years of house arrest which was 

ultimately reduced to ten. Throughout these deliberations, the city was marked not only by 

protests demanding Priebke’s conviction, but also by graffiti and posters calling for his 

freedom. The neo-Nazi group “Movimento” even went so far as to place a temporary plaque 

underneath the street sign at the corner of via Rasella in honor of the Germans killed there.14  

Yet for all of the attention garnered by these inflammatory acts of vandalism and 

counter-memory, there are also a great many injustices to Resistance memory in Rome that go 

largely unnoticed. Acts of historical forgetting, obfuscation, and erasure tend not to elicit an 

equivalent level of attention or outrage. A salient example is not only the complete lack of 

historical commemoration beside the bullet-ridden building along via Rasella, but also the fact 

that it was once one of several scarred structures at the site of the GAP attack. In 2004 all but 

one of the damaged facades along via Rasella were restored.15 The removal of the bullet holes 

reflects the real consequences of a site’s non-commemoration, and with just one of these 

facades still standing we run the risk of losing this powerful testimony altogether.  

The differences in memory politics between the sites of via Rasella and the Fosse 

Ardeatine are painfully evident. I contend that the evident obfuscation exemplified at via 

Rasella is ironically more representative of Rome’s divisive relationship to Resistance memory 

than the official monument at the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine. Paolo Pezzino has argued 

that “[t]he official Resistance…has always tended to divide rather than unify national history 

 
14 Mogavero, I muri ricordano, 113. 
15 Vincenzo Vasile, “Via Rasella, calce bianca sulla Resistenza. Lavori di ripulitura coprono i segni lasciati dalla 
bomba dei partigiani contro i nazisti,” L’Unità, June 23, 2004, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20140819103021/http:/cerca.unita.it/ARCHIVE/xml/125000/124674.xml.  
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of the public sort…”16 While the massacre at the Fosse Ardeatine has remained the 

paradigmatic event of the Roman Resistance, Resistance memory is still thoroughly 

fragmented and hyper-localized within the city. Historical memory at the sites of the first 

partisan clashes with German troops in Porta San Paolo and Montagnola differs from that of 

Ally -bombed San Lorenzo. These relationships to the Resistance are in turn markedly different 

from those Roman neighborhoods which were not defined by partisan action during the war.  

Ultimately, a Resistance movement that was itself individually, locally, and 

communally driven cannot be commemorated by a univocal national monument alone. 

Renowned memory scholar James E. Young has argued that, “[b]y creating common spaces 

for memory, monuments propagate the illusion of common memory.”17 Due to both the 

historical revisionism and the antipartisan rhetoric that has long stigmatized the GAP action at 

via Rasella as well as the sheer diversity of lives lost in the massacre, there is indeed no 

common memory of the Fosse Ardeatine. The massacre’s victims came from every 

neighborhood of Rome, numerous regions of Italy, and held a diverse range of occupations. 

While the majority of the victims had been imprisoned either for subversive party identification 

or partisan actions, many were also Jews convicted purely for the fact they were Jewish, and 

some were selected at random from the surrounding area of via Rasella the day of the GAP 

attack.  

The importance and necessity of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine is indisputable, 

but it is the goal of the present study to recognize the Resistance narratives that cannot fit within 

a univocal monument to a mass tragedy. Young has articulated the inverse relationship between 

memorialization and memory work wherein, “once we assign monumental form to memory, 

 
16 Paolo Pezzino, “The Italian resistance between history and memory,” Journal of Modern Italian Studies 10, 
no. 4 (2005): 405. 
17 James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1993), 6. 
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we have to some degree divested ourselves of the obligation to remember.”18 The fixed and 

static nature of a national monument cannot effectively capture Rome’s continually evolving 

relationship to Resistance memory over time, as became increasingly evident in the wake of 

the Priebke trials. Instead and somewhat paradoxically, Young has argued that, “the surest 

engagement with memory lies in its perpetual irresolution.”19 While the Mausoleo delle Fosse 

Ardeatine is a canonical Resistance memorial, it is also necessary to recognize that it is by no 

means the only way that the massacre has been commemorated across time.  

The historical and political legacy of the Italian Resistance as a whole has been 

extensively treated by scholars such as Philip Cooke, John Foot, and Stephen Gundle. Though 

the social, historical, and political contexts established from this literature are instrumental to 

the present study, this thesis comes foremost out of the art-historical discipline in an attempt to 

remedy the lacking study of the visual and material commemoration of the Fosse Ardeatine 

across time. The sheer politicization of this subject matter has caused the elision of the visual, 

material, and experiential functions of institutional and grassroots commemoration for the 

Fosse Ardeatine victims. For instance, both Gundle and Cooke have acknowledged a glaring 

gap in the literature on the Italian Resistance; by overemphasizing the political debates and 

historical origins of the Resistance, scholars have obscured the key role of material and visual 

culture in the transmission of Resistance memory.20  

In reality, the many ways in which the Italian State, political interest groups, and 

families of the Fosse Ardeatine victims have chosen to visually and materially commemorate 

the massacre across time is indicative of Rome’s constantly changing relationship to Resistance 

memory. It is thus the explicit goal of the present study to provide an analytic survey of various 

grassroots commemorative practices used to honor the victims of the Fosse Ardeatine across 

 
18 Young, The Texture of Memory, 5. 
19 Young, The Texture of Memory, 21. 
20 Stephen Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” Modern Italy 5, no. 2 (2000): 114. 
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time. In the present study, grassroots commemoration refers to memorials that have been 

spontaneously created by extrainstitutional actors rather than official, state-sponsored 

commission. This includes a wide range of actors from the victims’ families and political 

parties in the immediate postwar period, to everything from anonymous vandals and partisan 

memory organizations in more recent years. As such, the focus of the present research project 

will be the unofficial memorials, both ephemeral and permanent, to the Fosse Ardeatine victims 

over time. To adequately survey this hybrid corpus of objects, I will apply a multi-

methodological approach derived from art history and memory studies to be elaborated further 

within each chapter as pertains to their respective focus. 

But in order to contextualize the need for grassroots commemoration of the massacre, 

it is first necessary to analyze the Italian State’s official efforts to create a common memory of 

the Italian Resistance through the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine. Chapter Two will thus 

begin with a formal analysis of the Mausoleo informed by both personal observations of the 

monument and the work of art and architectural historians such as Adachiara Zevi. From there, 

I will reconstruct the strained dynamics and abundant criticism leveled by the victims’ families 

towards the monument throughout the bando di concorso. This chronicle of familial criticism 

is indebted to the invaluable primary evidence discovered by architectural historian Francesca 

Romana Castelli and political historian Guri Schwarz. By comparing the Italian State’s official 

rhetorical framing of the Fosse Ardeatine monument with the widespread dissent from victim 

family associations, I hope to illustrate the dissonance between private and public memory of 

the Resistance and the competing needs of familial mourning and institutional commemoration. 

Additionally, by combining formal and historical approaches to the monument I aim to show 

how aesthetic and contextual analysis can mutually enrich our present understanding of the 

monument’s construction. 
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Chapter Three will then transition towards the two primary types of grassroots 

memorials created by familial and political groups in the years following the massacre. The 

first grassroots phenomenon I will address are the spontaneous shrines of photographs, 

personal affects, and flowers placed by the victims’ families along the cave walls of the Fosse 

Ardeatine in the three years following the massacre. These spontaneous shrines have yet to be 

comprehensively addressed in the scholarly literature but are fortunately known to us today 

through oral accounts, footage from the 1945 partisan film Giorni di gloria, and in 

documentary photographs from Archivio Luce Cinecittà. My approach to these familial shrines 

will be informed by art-historical precedents from the study of portrait photography as well as 

memory studies related to funerary and grassroots commemoration, most notably in the 

scholarship of Marcel Reyes-Cortez and Jack Santino. The second model of grassroots 

memorialization contemporaneous with the photo shrines are the commemorative plaques for 

the Fosse Ardeatine victims placed by political parties throughout Rome’s urban fabric 

following the massacre. Aside from an essential survey of Resistance plaques in Rome 

conducted by Giuseppe Mogavero in the early 2000s, the memorial format of the 

commemorative plaque remains woefully understudied in Italian Resistance histories as well 

as in urban studies of the built environment. I will analyze these plaques not only according to 

their written content, but also by considering how they function materially, 

phenomenologically, and topographically. Ultimately, the placement and commission of this 

diffuse memorial format have been underutilized as a valuable metric of Rome’s Resistance 

activity and memory in the immediate postwar period. By comparing the phenomenological 

experience and rhetorical impact of both the photographic shrines and commemorative plaques 

created in the years following the massacre, I will elicit the simultaneously personal and 

political functions of grassroots memorials. 
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Lastly, Chapter Four will address the contemporary memory politics surrounding the 

massacre and the new strands of grassroots memorialization of the Fosse Ardeatine that have 

since arisen. More specifically, Resistance memory since the 1990s has been subject to 

widespread acts of historical revisionism promoted by the “New Right” following the 

dissolution of the First Italian Republic in 1994. Attacks on Resistance memory have 

resultingly manifested within Rome’s memorial sites. In particular, memorial plaques for the 

Fosse Ardeatine have now become frequent stages for counter-memory expressed through acts 

of revision, vandalism, and, ultimately, destruction. The contestedness of Resistance memory 

in recent years has, however, also prompted a resurgence of positive iterations of grassroots 

commemoration for the Fosse Ardeatine. Ethical commemoration of the Fosse Ardeatine has 

increasingly evolved into a form of contemporary antifascist activism through everything from 

bureaucratic battles for the placement of new commemorative plaques, to the incorporation of 

Fosse Ardeatine victims into Rome’s pietre d’inciampo memorial campaign, and a recently 

created mural in Rome’s Garbatella neighborhood to a partisan killed at the Fosse Ardeatine, 

Enrico Mancini. So even though the massacre occurred well over half a century ago, ethical 

commemoration of the Fosse Ardeatine has continued to be a grassroots endeavor.  
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2. State-Sponsored Resistance Memory at the Mausoleo delle 

Fosse Ardeatine 

As the outcome of Italy’s first post-Liberation bando di concorso, or national architectural 

competition, the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine has assumed a canonical position in Italian 

architectural history. Unfortunately, documentation of the approximately dozen projects proposed 

in the first round of the bando di concorso has largely been lost. All that remains of the first round 

are limited primary sources of the committee’s deliberations which, according to Zevi, excluded 

various projects for “reasons that oscillate between geometric rigidity and excessive 

monumentality.”21 The second phase of the bando di concorso narrowed the proposals down to 

four groups, from which Risorgere and UGA were ultimately selected as the ex-aequo victors 

[Figs. 3-4]. UGA (Unione Giovani Architetti) included architect Giuseppe Perugini and artist 

Mirko Basaldella [Fig. 5], while Risorgere was made up of architects Nello Aprile, Cino 

Calcaprina, Aldo Cardelli, Mario Fiorentini, as well as the sculptor Francesco Coccia. In the years 

immediately following its construction, the Mausoleo was unanimously commended among Italian 

architectural scholars and critics.22 This widespread approval has continued into more recent 

architectural criticism, as in Zevi’s 2000 and 2014 appraisals which laud the Mausoleo delle Fosse 

Ardeatine as Italy’s first modern monument.23  

 
21 Adachiara Zevi, Monumenti per difetto: dalle Fosse Ardeatine alle pietre d’inciampo (Roma: Donzelli, 2014), 11. 
“motivazioni che oscillano tra la rigidezza geometrica e l’eccessiva monumentalità.” 
22 Luciano Galmozzi, Monumenti alla Libertà: antifascismo resistenza e pace nei monumenti italiani dal 1945 a 
1985 (Milan: La Pietra, 1986), 210. 
23 Adachiara Zevi, “Fosse Ardeatine, Roma,” Universale di Architettura, 69 (Turin: Testo e Immagine, 2000), 19. 
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Yet while the monument’s aesthetic innovations are undeniable, its ubiquitous praise has 

contributed to the widespread obfuscation of the heated debates and immense controversies which 

permeated its two-round bando di concorso. Schwarz has pointed out that many architectural 

historians, most prominently Zevi, have written off familial protestations to the construction of the 

Mausoleo as a simple manifestation of “passatismo” or “traditionalism.”24 This is particularly true 

of the final, and most historically remembered, controversy related to the construction of the 

Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine—the heated public debate over the proposed placement of 

Basaldella’s bronze gates [Fig. 6]. The gates’ twisted, tense, and tangled forms which permit 

entrance into the monumental site recall the violence of the massacre itself but are neither fully 

figurative nor wholly abstract [Fig. 7]. Zevi describes how “traditionalism doesn’t give up…” as 

Basaldella’s gates were “obtusely defined [by victim families] as ‘jarring’, ‘an expression of a 

decorative and frivolous character’, alien from the ‘severe sense’ of monumental works.”25 The 

gates’ abstract forms were seen by the victim families as a merely decorative and ultimately 

inadequate means to commemorate the severe reality of the Fosse Ardeatine massacre.  

In what quickly evolved into a “battle for modern art,” Zevi writes that the defense of 

Basaldella’s gates was “entrusted to the enlightened critics” Lionello Venturi and Giulio Carlo 

Argan. In the end the gates were ultimately approved in March 1950 with eight votes in favor, 

seven against, and one abstention.26 Meanwhile, no such controversy marked Coccia’s 

monumental travertine sculpture, Le tre età, which depicts three bound male figures who each 

belong to a different age group so as to mirror the diverse make-up of the massacre’s victims [Fig. 

 
24 Guri Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine: La commemorazione patriottica alle origini della Repubblica,” 
Annali della Fondazione Luigi Einaudi, no. 36 (2002): 331. 
25 Zevi, Monumenti per difetto, 15. “il passatismo non si dà per vinto…” “definito ottusamente ‘una stonatura’, 
‘espressione di carattere decorative frivolo’, alieno dal ‘senso severo’ delle opera monumentali.” 
26 Zevi, Monumenti per difetto, 15. “una battaglia per l’arte moderna,” “affidata a critici illuminati.” 
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8]. The sculpture’s monumental size and adherence to naturalistic figuration fall within more 

traditional canons of heroic figuration. As such, the controversy over Basaldella’s gates has 

become remembered as an emblematic case of public opposition towards abstract models of 

commemoration in favor of traditional, figurative conventions. Though the ultimate placement of 

Basaldella’s gates was indeed an early victory for modern modes of representation in World War 

II commemoration, Zevi’s summations of the debates relating to the gates is disrespectful of the 

wishes of the victim families. Her denigration of “passatismo” and description of the families’ 

rejection of Basaldella’s gates as obtuse vantages the values of art criticism over the needs of 

mourning families.27  

Young has described how it is all too often the case with public memorials that “the needs 

of art, not the public or memory, come first.” 28 By no means should the numerous formal and 

architectural innovations of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine not be celebrated, but in such 

cases of immeasurable collective trauma we are remiss to disparage the families’ preference, and 

perhaps need, for figurative traditions. Young attributes this tendency in public taste to how, “many 

survivors believe that the searing reality of their experiences demands as literal a memorial 

expression as possible.”29 Promoting art’s larger social function is the responsibility of not only 

the artists themselves, but also the art and architectural critics and historians who tell their histories. 

I support Young’s stance that, “[i]nstead of merely condemning the figurative mode as archaic and 

out of touch, however, we might acknowledge the need in public audiences for figuration, even as 

we recall the constructed nature of figurative iconography.”30 These debates over figurative and 

 
27 Additionally, this text from Zevi not only circulates in the scholarship but is also used on the Mausoleo’s website 
in its account of the monument’s construction at “Il Cantiere,” Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine, accessed September 
24, 2021, https://www.mausoleofosseardeatine.it/il-cantiere/. 
28 Young, The Texture of Memory, 9. 
29 Young, The Texture of Memory, 9. 
30 Young, The Texture of Memory, 11. 
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abstract commemoration are telling not only of competing artistic attitudes of the time but are 

ultimately reflective of the divergent needs of the multiple publics for which this monument was 

made.  

The goal of the following chapter is to show that the significance of the Mausoleo delle 

Fosse Ardeatine cannot be adequately understood without acknowledging the fundamental role 

that both familial mourning and political unrest had in shaping how the monument was 

conceptualized by the Italian State. Despite the abundance of architectural scholarship on the 

Mausoleo, Schwarz argues that relatively little of the architectural literature has truly considered 

“the function performed by the Fosse Ardeatine as a place of memory for the Republic.”31 

However, while there is need to foreground the role of the monument in historical memory of the 

Resistance, Schwarz reinforces unnecessary disciplinary divisions by presenting the political 

historian’s job as needing “to go beyond merely aesthetic evaluations…”—the implied scope of 

art and architectural history.32 This is by no means an isolated instance. Francesco Galmozzi’s 

survey of Italian Resistance monuments constructed between 1945 and 1985 remains the single 

most comprehensive overview of Resistance monuments in Italy. Yet even the book’s presentation 

by Enzo Nizza makes the explicit distinction that Galmozzi’s study “is not of an aesthetic or artistic 

order, but fundamentally another.”33 Galmozzi’s survey is instead presented as an objective 

historical resource on Italian Resistance monuments regardless of their artistic value or school—

as though effective historical research cannot be informed by art-historical or even aesthetic 

questions. 

 
31 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 306. “funzione svolta dalle Ardeatine come luogo della memoria della 
Repubblica.” 
32 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 332. “ad andare oltre valutazioni meramente estetiche…” 
33 Enzo Nizza, “Presentazione,” in Monumenti alla Libertà: antifascismo resistenza e pace nei monumenti italiani 
dal 1945 a 1985, by Luciano Galmozzi (Milan: La Pietra, 1986), 9. “non è di ordine estetico o artistico, ma 
fondamentalmente un’altra.” 
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The following chapter will instead combine a formal and experiential evaluation of the 

memorial with an overview of the social and political environment that informed its 

conceptualization and reception. The formal analysis of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine will 

be culled from personal observations of the present-day monument, art and architectural criticism, 

and a historical reconstruction of the bando di concorso indebted to Francesca Romana Castelli’s 

comprehensive overview of the surviving materials. In turn, I will also reconstruct the competing 

significance of the Fosse Ardeatine both for the victim relatives and for the institutional bodies 

tied to the newly antifascist Italian State. The chapter will then conclude by revisiting (and 

ultimately complicating) the Mausoleo’s singular position in Italian architectural history as a clean 

rupture away from Fascist monumentalism. 

The Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine 

Nestled in the greenery of Rome’s characteristic umbrella pines and cypress trees just south 

of the via Appia Antica, the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine was surrounded by countryside at the 

time of its construction.34 Now, the Mausoleo is also bordered by Rome’s expansive urban 

periphery and adjacent to the large thoroughfare of the via Cristoforo Colombo. Even with the 

increased urbanization of its surrounds, visitors entering the Mausoleo today are made aware that 

they are entering a distinct memorial space as they pass through Basaldella’s bronze entry gates 

[Figs. 6-7] to enter into the open-air piazza at the center of the monumental site [Fig. 9]. 

Immediately to the left of the entrance stands Coccia’s immense travertine sculpture, Le tre età, 

[Fig. 8]. Notably, the sculpted figures each face one of the three focal points of the memorial 

complex; the Mausoleo, the central piazza, and the caves where the executions occurred. 

 
34 Claudia Conforti, “Le Fosse Ardeatine: un’architettura per non dimenticare,” Casabella no. 846 (February 2015): 
9. 
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The Mausoleum itself is a rectangular, semi-underground space that houses seven rows of 

48 exceedingly uniform tombs that contain the remains of the 335 massacre victims [Figs. 10-11]. 

Each tomb lists the name, age, and occupation of a victim alongside their small photographic icon 

embedded in a laurel wreath [Fig. 12]. The only point of variability across these tombs is whether 

they are marked by a Christian cross or a Star of David depending on the victim’s religious 

affiliation. Zevi has attributed this unrelenting uniformity to the desire to create a non-hierarchical 

burial space.35 Additionally, as Galmozzi and others have described, the massive rectangular stone 

block exterior of the Mausoleum intentionally recalls a single mass gravestone so as to collectively 

unify the massacre’s 335 victims.36 The roughhewn surface of the rectangular sperone stone block 

that houses the victims’ burial space is entirely unadorned and transected by a continuous 

horizontal opening that brings natural light into the space.37 The architects additionally carried out 

several subtle perspectival corrections to ensure that the perceived height of the tombs as well as 

the proliferation of natural light were consistently uniform throughout the Mausoleum space 

despite the slight incline of the ground level.38  

The cave galleries themselves have been systemized down to two straight paths which lead 

directly to the execution site which is delineated by another set of Basaldella’s bronze gates [Fig. 

13]. The adjacent wall marks that “[h] ere were slaughtered victims of a horrible sacrifice, from 

our sacrifice arises a better homeland and lasting peace among people,” accompanied by a sculpted 

bronze rendition of the liberty flame [Fig. 14].39 The flame is flanked by Latin and Hebrew 

dedications where the Latin roughly translates to “[o]ut of the depths I cry to you, Lord…” 

 
35 Zevi, “Fosse Ardeatine, Roma,” 27. 
36 Galmozzi, Monumenti alla Libertà, 210. 
37 Conforti, “Le Fosse Ardeatine: un’architettura per non dimenticare,” 10. 
38 Conforti, “Le Fosse Ardeatine: un’architettura per non dimenticare,” 10. 
39 “Qui fummo trucidati vittime di un sacrificio orrendo dal nostro sacrificio sorga una patria migliore e duratura 
pace fra i popoli.” 



17 
 

completed by the Hebrew “…from the depth of our faith.” Aside from this large inscription, the 

cave walls have been left roughhewn and unadorned with the exception of the occasional 

dedicatory plaque again recalling the victims’ martyrdom. 

Importantly, the immense fissures or voragini created by the German soldiers’ attempted 

detonation and concealment of the execution site have been left intact. Thus, at two points the cave 

ceilings open out onto the skies and trees above [Fig. 15]. Zevi describes how, “[i]t had never 

before occurred that the focus of a monument was an emptiness, an absence.”40 In Lara Pucci’s 

analysis of the depiction of the Fosse Ardeatine caves in the 1945 partisan documentary film 

Giorni di gloria (discussed further in Chapter Three), she describes “viewing as an ethical act…” 

and summarizes the stance of Georges Didi-Huberman that, “[t]o deny the representation of the 

horrors…is to be complicit with the Nazi strategy of ‘leaving no single trace’ of extermination.”41 

Witnessing both the execution site and the evidence of its attempted concealment is thereby a 

simultaneously moral and political act.42 As already described in relation to the Basaldella 

controversy, the monument’s instrumentalization of a void space as a means of representation 

again reflects the adoption of innovative visual vocabularies of commemoration that verged on 

abstraction in postwar Western Europe. 

The timeframe in which the monument was built between 1947 and 1949 falls within what 

Gundle has described as the short-lived period of immediate postwar monument construction to 

honor the partisan struggle.43 According to Galmozzi’s survey of Italian Resistance monuments, 

after an initial burst of 24 postwar partisan monuments created between 1945 and 1949 it would 

 
40 Zevi, “Fosse Ardeatine, Roma,” 16. “Non era mai accaduto prima che il fulcro di un monumento fosse un vuoto, 
un’assenza.” 
41 Pucci, “Shooting Corpses,” 377, 375. 
42 Pucci, “Shooting Corpses,” 362. 
43 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 119. 
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then take another 13 years before 24 more monuments were constructed.44 The diminished rate of 

monument construction is attributable to a shift in power towards the political right in 1948. It was 

not until the consolidation of the central left coalition led by the Christian Democrat and Italian 

Socialist parties in the 1960s that Resistance memory would again become a foremost, state-

sponsored initiative.45 In the five years between 1963 and 1968, 49 Resistance monuments were 

created and between 1969-1975 another 62 were inaugurated.46 These high numbers continued 

through 1985, particularly culminating in the inauguration of 23 monuments in 1975 as the 30th 

anniversary of the Liberation.47 Thus, the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine has become historically 

remembered as a unique instance of a State-sponsored, national monument to the Resistance in the 

immediate postwar period.48 

Resistance Myth and Italy’s Second Risorgimento 

Whereas World War I mourning practices were almost exclusively guided by the Italian 

State in the name of a unificatory nationalism, commemoration and mourning following World 

War II saw the introduction of a wider range of actors. The Church, political parties, and 

particularly family organizations also became involved in the orchestration of funerary 

commemoration.49 The lessening efficacy of state-sponsored commemoration in favor of the 

increasing influence of family associations is in part attributable to the fact that the number of 

 
44 Nizza, “Presentazione,” 10. 
45 Nizza, “Presentazione,” 11. 
46 Nizza, “Presentazione,” 11-12. 
47 Nizza, “Presentazione,” 12. Not only did the rate of monument construction substantially increase, these 
monuments also adopted an increasingly politicized messaging. Whereas the first waves of monument construction 
were largely made to memorialize victims, from the 1960s onwards Resistance monuments were increasingly 
celebratory of Italy’s “vittoriosa lotta popolare” and “rivoluzione antifascista.” Nizza, “Presentazione,” 11. 
48 Zevi, “Fosse Ardeatine, Roma,” 35. 
Simon Martin, Amy King, Hannah Malone, and John Foot, “1921 e dintorni: ‘Fascist martyrs,’” online panel 
lecture, British School of Rome, October 28, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s9TA33z6IGc&t=4243s.  
49 Guri Schwarz, “La morte e la patria: L’Italia e i difficili lutti della seconda guerra mondiale,” Quaderni Storici 38, 
no. 113 (2) (2003): 551. 



19 
 

civilian deaths was much higher in World War II than in previous wars. Additionally, Galmozzi’s 

survey indicates that early Resistance memorialization more typically resulted from spontaneous 

initiatives from areas active in the Resistance rather than a centralized State commission.50 There 

is also a widespread belief that the essential role of a secular and patriotic liturgy under the Fascist 

regime had nullified “mito e rito patriottico” or “patriotic myth and rite” after the war.  

Yet the Italian State was still seeking to establish a new antifascist patriotism (albeit 

confusedly) after the war, and the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine played a key role in this 

process.51 As compared with the usual proliferation of small, local museums and memorials 

dedicated to Resistance history, Foot argues that the national valence of the Mausoleo delle Fosse 

Ardeatine is a unique case.52 Pucci has also noted the particular importance allotted to the 

memorial for the State’s “commitment to honouring the victims of a still-ongoing war and the 

prioritizing of symbolic architecture over more functional concerns, such as the housing crisis, 

indicate the importance of commemoration in the process of reconstruction.”53 So why, then, did 

the Italian State place such a particular emphasis on the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine? Though 

one of several Nazi massacres carried out during Italian occupation, the Fosse Ardeatine was the 

only such massacre of this scale to occur in a metropolitan center. For a massacre of this scale to 

be carried out within Italy’s capital city, Portelli argues, was a direct affront to the authority of the 

newly formed Republic after Liberation.54 Rome’s symbolic status had to be reclaimed as the 

center of national rebirth for the Italian post-Fascist state.55 Furthermore, the victims of the Fosse 

 
50 Nizza, “Presentazione,” 9. 
51 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 118. 
Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 305. 
52 Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory, 149. 
53 Pucci, “Shooting Corpses,” 358. 
54 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 9. 
55 Pucci, “Shooting Corpses,” 363.  
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Ardeatine came from a wide range of social, political, and religious backgrounds and could as such 

be made to symbolize all Italian victims of Nazifascist occupation.56  

The diverse social, religious, and ideological makeup of the massacre’s 335 victims meant 

that by commemorating the Fosse Ardeatine, the Resistance appeared as a truly unified, national 

movement against Nazi oppression. This rhetorical framework of the Resistance as a national 

Liberation has been termed in the literature as the ‘second Risorgimento’ myth. In other words, 

the Resistance was rhetorically framed to be “a second act of national unification and liberation,” 

following the first unification of the Italian State in the 19th century.57 In so doing, the post-

Liberation government sought “to redefine Italian national identity in historical continuity with the 

prefascist homeland.”58 Michela Ponzani has written a detailed account of the many implications 

of this ‘second Risorgimento’ myth of the Italian Resistance. In Ponzani’s words: 

The collective memory of the Resistance was in fact formed around a celebratory and 
mythical narrative of the historical facts, through the obfuscation of the bloody civil war 
fought in ’43 and ’45. A resistance understood as an honorable and ennobling movement 
in which all Italians could recognize themselves and return to feeling like brothers. A 
pacification that strengthened in the people a sense of the homeland and of the newly liberal 
and democratic State, instilling a new feeling of national belonging on a democratic 
foundation. A narrative that did not allow Italians to fully come to terms with fascism and 
their national history, leaving space for a purifying and self-absolving memory that helped 
to validate the absence of historical reflections on the events that had just come to pass.59  
 

 
56 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 197. 
57 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 130. 
58 Michela Ponzani, “Il Mito del Secondo Risorgimento Nazionale,” 212. “di ridefinire l’identità nazionale italiana 
in una continuità storica con la Patria prefascista.” 
59 Ponzani, “Il Mito del Secondo Risorgimento Nazionale,” 202. “La memoria collettiva della resistenza si era infatti 
formata su di una narrazione celebrativa e mitica dei fatti storici, attraverso l’oblio di quella cruente guerra civile 
combattuta nel biennio ’43-’45. Una resistenza intesa come movimento onorevole e noilitante in cui tutti gli italiani 
potessero riconoscersi e tornare a sentirsi fratelli. Una pacificazione che rafforzasse nel popolo il senso della Patria e 
dello Stato rinnovato in liberi e democratici ordinamenti, infondendo un nuovo sentimento di appartenenza 
nazionale su basi democratiche. Una narrazione che non permise agli italiani di fare i conti fino in fondo con il 
fascismo e con la loro storia nazionale, dando spazio ad una memoria discolpante e autoassolutoria che contribuì ad 
avvalorare l’assenza di riflessioni storiche sugli eventi appena trascorsi.” 
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According to the Italian State in the immediate postwar years, the Resistance was a unified national 

Liberation from the Germans rather than also a civil war among Italians. Descriptions of the 

Resistance as a war of national Liberation are not neutral but politico-ideological.60 It was a term 

which worked to retroactively legitimize the postwar parties and institutions which had been 

affiliated with the Resistance during the war and smoothed over the very real divisions embedded 

within the Italian Resistance. Not only did the social, religious, and ideological multiplicity of the 

massacre’s victims render all the more symbolically potent their ‘sacrificial’ deaths, so too the 

brutality exhibited by the Nazi perpetrators allowed for the Italian State to assign singular 

culpability to the Germans for all the casualties of Occupation despite regular Fascist collusion 

with Nazi forces in Rome. The sacrifice of partisan life as a result of Nazi violence at the Fosse 

Ardeatine was a unifying symbol seen to have sown the seeds for the newly antifascist state. 

Ponzani also importantly highlighted that the cumulative effect of this simplified “second 

Risorgimento” framework is the rejection of a profound and proactive reconciliation with Italy’s 

Fascist past. For example, on July 25, 1944 the country’s provisional cabinet following Occupation 

undertook, “the solemn commitment to erect on the site of the German crime a monument that, as 

a new altare della Patria, will commemorate for centuries the War of Italy’s second 

Risorgimento.”61 Not only is this a very early description of the ‘second Risorgimento’ myth, the 

postwar administration also created an explicit link between the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine 

and the altare della Patria. This link was further solidified on November 2, 1945 when the 

provisional head of government Ivanoe Bonomi and his wife paid homage at the tomb of the 

unknown soldier in the altare della Patria, immediately followed by a visit to the Fosse 

 
60 Ponzani, “Il Mito del Secondo Risorgimento Nazionale,” 201. 
61 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 313. “solenne impegno di erigere sul luogo della vendetta tedesca un 
monumento che, nuovo altare della Patria, ricordi nei secoli la Guerra del secondo Risorgimento italiano.” 
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Ardeatine.62 The altare della Patria is Italy’s foremost monument to the Risorgimento, but it had 

in recent years assumed a central position in the Fascist liturgical ceremonies around the “Tomb 

of the Unknown Soldier.” Thus, the inauguration of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine as a new 

altare della Patria not only reinforced the second Risorgimento framework, so too it was intended 

as a purificatory rite to cleanse the altare della Patria of Fascist influence. Still, as we will see in 

the coming chapters this simplistic purification does not adequately account for the deep 

rootedness of the regime’s secular liturgy in Italian national identity following the war. 

The Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine was thereby explicitly commissioned as a key site in 

the Italian State’s new antifascist liturgy of the Resistance as a unified national Liberation 

movement. A plaque to the left of Basaldella’s entry gate reads: “This temple of sacrifice…is the 

shrine of the Ardeatine martyrs—national Mausoleum of the fallen—in the Liberation struggle—

to give freedom and independence—to the homeland.”63 This inscription is explicitly attributed to 

Umberto Tupini, a Christian Democrat and the Minister of Public Works when the Mausoleo was 

inaugurated. Clifford has critiqued the way in which, “Tupini’s inscription suggested that all 335 

victims had been members of the Resistance (which they had not) and that their deaths had been a 

result of their partisan activity (which had not been the case).”64 In a similar vein, the first of the 

336 tombs in the Mausoleum complex is empty and instead dedicated “ai martiri d’Italia” or to all 

of the martyrs of the war for Liberation [Fig. 16]. Its inscription describes the tomb as a “symbol 

and memory of the common sacrifice of countless volunteers of risk and death who fell by the tens 

of thousands to redeem the homeland from internal tyranny and external servitude…”65 Both 

 
62 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 312. 
63 “Questo tempio del sacrificio…è sacrario dei martiri ardeatini—mausoleo nazionale di tutti i caduti—nella lotta di 
liberazione—per dare libertà e indipendenza—alla patria.” 
64 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 131. 
65 “simbolo e ricordo del comune sacrificio di quanti volontari del rischio e della morte caddero a diecine di migliaia 
per riscattare la patria dalla tirannide interna e dalla servitù esterna…” 
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ANFIM and ANPI (ANFIM being the main Fosse Ardeatine family association, and ANPI being 

Italy’s national partisan memory organization) even suggested that this empty tomb be filled with 

earth from all of the regions that fought for Liberation as a national symbol of the Resistance. 

Over the decades, ever more symbolic links between the Fosse Ardeatine and a national 

framework of the Resistance have been added to the monumental complex. For instance, the 

memorial piazza at the Fosse Ardeatine was retroactively named after the martyrs of Marzabotto, 

a Nazi massacre in 1944 of approximately 770 Italian civilians in the mountains outside of 

Bologna. A plaque was also placed beside the entrance to the caves on the 21st anniversary of the 

massacre in 1965 to mark the placement of an urn filled with the “terra sacra” or “sacred land” of 

Marzabotto. While there is not an implicit harm in linking the victims of different Nazi massacres 

committed during Italian Occupation, the simplification necessary for the Mausoleo delle Fosse 

Ardeatine to become a functional national monument inevitably overshadows the multiplicity and 

individuality of the massacre victims. 

Personal Mourning and Public Protest 

Though historically remembered as an exemplary work of postwar architecture and a 

uniquely national partisan monument, the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine project was in fact met 

with protracted dissent throughout its conception, design, and construction. Joachim Staron has 

described how, “preparatory work ran long due to the bitter controversies between the government, 

the relatives of the fallen, and between the associations to which they had given life.”66 Various 

stages of opposition and compromise can be culled from a range of family letters, party periodicals, 

 
66 Staron, Fosse Ardeatine e Marzabotto, 101. “i lavori preparatori andarono per le lunghe, anche a causa delle aspre 
polemiche che intercorsero tra il governo e i parenti dei caduti e tra le associazioni cui questi ultimi avevano dato 
vita.” 
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and legislative decisions made at the time. While the victims’ families had suggested the bando di 

concorso format, little progress was made in the monument committee meetings as debates raged 

between the municipal government and family associations over whether or not to bury the victims 

within the caves or in a different complex altogether.67  

The State made various proposals to bury the victims in the nearby Christian catacomb 

complex of San Callisto as well as in Rome’s Verano cemetery. A November 5, 1946 issue of the 

ANFIM periodical Gloria in turn describes how “[t]he families of the victims demonstrated their 

decisive opposition to the proposal of a cemetery arrangement outside of the Fosse Ardeatine, 

deemed offensive to the dead and living and in every way inadequate to the grandiosity of the 

sacrifice of the martyrs.”68 A resolution of these debates did not come until ANFIM ultimately 

threatened the new Prime Minister Alcide De Gaspari with “a series of massive and perhaps not 

entirely peaceful demonstrations…” after which on December 2, 1946 a decree was finally 

approved in accordance with ANFIM’s desire to bury the victims at the site of the Fosse 

Ardeatine.69  

Regardless, ANFIM still needed to make concessions regarding their strongly expressed 

desire to bury the victims within the caves themselves. Following the second round of the bando 

di concorso, the relatives of the victims “reject the idea of a war cemetery; they instead hypothesize 

a catacomb resolution with the graves arranged on the sides of the tunnels or in niches carved into 

the internal gallery walls, regardless of the risk of collapse or flooding.”70 Due to the overall 

 
67 Zevi, Monumenti per difetto, 11. 
68 Zevi, “Fosse Ardeatine, Roma,” 20. “[i] familiari delle vittime hanno manifestato la loro più decisa opposizione 
alla proposta di una sistemazione cimiteriale all’esterno delle Fosse, ritenuta offensiva per i morti e per i vivi e in 
ogni modo inadeguata alla grandiosità del sacrificio dei martiri.” 
69 Staron, Fosse Ardeatine e Marzabotto, 101. “una serie di massicce e forse anche non del tutto pacifiche 
dimostrazioni…” 
70 Zevi, Monumenti per difetto, 14. “respingono l’idea del cimitero di guerra; ipotizzano invece una risoluzione 
catacombale, con i sepolcri disposti ai lati dei cuniculi o in loculi scavati nelle pareti interne delle gallerie, incuranti 
del rischio di crolli e allagamenti.” 



25 
 

instability of the caves, the families’ desire for a catacomb-like burial in the caves themselves was 

in the end rejected and a compromise reached wherein the victims would be buried in a collective, 

covered space adjacent to the caves. On November 22, 1947 all families finally signed their 

approval for the Mausoleum design proposed by Risorgere and UGA. 

Though both Zevi and Castelli’s historical accounts frame the State’s proposals to move 

the bodies elsewhere as solely due to the structural instability of the caves, Schwarz offers a 

different interpretation. The Fosse Ardeatine had assumed an indelible role as a pilgrimage site for 

mourners well before the construction of an official monument. Members of a Salesian religious 

order working in the neighboring Catacombs of San Callisto were the first to discover the remains 

of the victims of the Fosse Ardeatine two days after the massacre on March 26, 1944.71 The very 

first acts of pilgrimage to the site were necessarily clandestine as the site was still under German 

surveillance. Orfeo Mucci, a member of Bandiera Rossa, described to Portelli how he and other 

partisans attempted their first pilgrimage on April 2 wherein, “nine men and two women…armed 

to the teeth, approached the Fosse Ardeatine to lay red flowers and a commemorative poster.”72 

Following the Liberation of Rome, however, the Fosse Ardeatine quickly became a massive 

pilgrimage site with reports estimating approximately 7,000 visitors each Sunday facilitated by 

free municipal buses.73  

Schwarz found a letter from February 11, 1945 preserved in Rome’s Archivio Centrale 

dello Stato which reveals that Rome’s mayor, Filippo Andrea VI Doria Pamphili, and the Allied 

governor, Charles Poletti, had asked ecclesiastical authorities for permission to move the Fosse 

 
71 “I romani si avvicinano alle cave,” Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine, accessed March 20, 2022, 
https://www.mausoleofosseardeatine.it/roma-via-ardeatina-i-romani-si-avvicinano-alle-cave/.  
72 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 187. 
73 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 130 This estimation was originally made by R. M. De Angelis 
writing for Il Tempo on March 24, 1945. 
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Ardeatine bodies to the nearby Christian catacombs of San Callisto.74 Schwarz summarizes their 

professed motivations as follows: “The constant ferment of emotionally unstable crowds worried 

the communal administration and the Allied military government who…feared that the intensity 

of the passions aroused by the event could trigger dangerous unrest.”75 Though the high prelate 

rejected this request due to the inability of the catacombs to sustain the bodies, he did agree with 

the desire to reduce the emotionally unstable crowds and instead suggested moving the bodies 

much further to the Verano cemetery where “not all would make the long walk…”76 Pamphili and 

Poletti later did submit a proposal based on this suggestion.  

Schwarz has elsewhere described the period from 1943 to 1947 as one marked by “frenetic 

funerary activism” and even “funerary anarchy.” Private acts of “funerary activism” refer to 

individual families that exhumed their loved ones from sites of battle or execution to rebury them 

in private cemeteries.77 At the same time that the State and partisan organizations promoted the 

exalted, heroic commemoration of lost partisans, such initiatives often encountered difficulties 

with grieving family members. As a result, “there was a refusal, on the part of some, of the rhetoric 

that went in the direction of the exaltation of partisan death.”78 The state’s hopes to construct 

designated cemeteries to WWII dead largely fell apart in the midst of these widespread acts of 

individual will. Portelli has noted that this was also the case with the Fosse Ardeatine given that 

several families elected to move their loved ones’ bodies to private, family cemeteries.79 Rather 

than being an undisputed site for collective memory as the Italian state envisioned, the Mausoleo 

 
74 Castelli, “Fosse Ardeatine: Un monumento diventato simbolo,” 77  
75 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 324. “Quel costante fermento di folle emotivamente instabili 
preoccupava l’amministrazioine comunale ed il governo militare alleato I quali…temevano che l’intensità delle 
passioni che si accendevano in relazione a quella vicenda potesse innescare pericolose agitazioni.” 
76 ACS, PCM, 1944-1947, cat. 14.6, f. 10268, sf. 5., cited in Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 325. “non 
tutti farebbero il lungo cammino…” 
77 Schwarz, “La morte e la patria,” 558, 561. “frenetico attivismo funerario,” “anarchia funeraria.” 
78 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 122. 
79 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 242-243. 
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delle Fosse Ardeatine “is a contested space: a monument for the public cult of martyrs and heroes; 

and a graveyard for personal and family mourning.”80 The transposition of a mythic epic—that of 

the sacrificial martyrdom and heroism of the partisan struggle—ultimately ran counter to the 

individualized mourning practices of the victims’ families. 

So too there were already tensions between the Italian people and institutional forces 

affiliated with the monarchy. The fleeing of Badoglio and the royal family after the Allied 

armistice had spawned a deep resentment among Romans towards both monarchical and 

government institutions.81 The relatives of the Fosse Ardeatine victims had particularly volatile 

sentiments towards official forces following the war as they were some of the most personally 

effected by Rome’s Nazi occupation. These families were for the most part either already 

sympathetic to and involved in the antifascist Resistance or belonged to the religious and political 

groups that had been most explicitly targeted by Nazi and Fascist sympathizers. To then have a 

cross-section of Rome’s most widely persecuted and antifascist population suddenly united by 

such a singular tragedy inevitably spawned an explicitly political ferment. For example, the 

exhumation site of the bodies at the Fosse Ardeatine was initially surrounded by Italian flags with 

the royal House of Savoy crest. The relatives of the victims then protested so fiercely against these 

flags that Alberto Marchesi’s widow even ripped the royal crest out of a flag with her teeth.82 

Following this incident, the State recommended avoiding the use of monarchical emblems or any 

flags associated with political parties to ensure “that the Fosse Ardeatine remain extraneous to 

 
80 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 242. 
81 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 214. 
82 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 233. 
Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 320. 
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political contexts”—but the depoliticization of the Fosse Ardeatine was doomed to fail from the 

outset.83 

The political ferment among the relatives of the Fosse Ardeatine victims crystallized on 

the first anniversary of the Fosse Ardeatine massacre. The day’s State-sponsored events centered 

around a service at the Basilica Santa Maria degli Angeli e dei Martiri. During the ceremony, 

Fernando Norma’s widow saw a policeman who had prevented her from visiting her husband in 

jail and slapped him across the face.84 From there, a group of 60 women bearing the flag for the 

“Associazione dei 320” (the victim family organization formed immediately following the 

massacre which would later become ANFIM) called for the policeman’s removal.85 Schwarz has 

noted that, “[t]he continuity of people and apparatuses, beyond feeding tensions, gave the 

impression that it was impossible to obtain justice, discrediting state institutions and making it all 

the more difficult for this mourning community to find comfort and assurance from the State and 

its symbols.”86 This episode is indicative of the larger postwar environment wherein the new 

Italian State’s affiliation with figures tied to the old Fascist regime ultimately decreased overall 

institutional credibility among the masses.87  

The day’s controversial events did not stop there when, as soon as a concurrent unofficial 

ceremony at the Fosse Ardeatine concluded, police loaded victim relatives into trucks headed 

towards Santa Maria degli Angeli to avoid further unrest. This decision produced the opposite 

effect as victim families were greeted by the closed doors of the church since the memorial mass 

 
83 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 321. “che le Fosse Ardeatine restassero estranee alle conteste 
politiche.” 
84 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 234. 
85 Leoni, “Per una storia dell’ANFIM,” 3. 
86 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 322. “La continuità di uomini ed apparati, oltre ad alimentare le 
tensioni, dando l’impressione che fosse impossibile ottenere giustizia, screditava l’istituzione statale e rendeva assai 
difficile che la comunità in lutto potesse trovare conforto e rassicurazione nello Stato e nei suoi simboli.” 
87 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 319. 
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had already begun.88 The widows outside of the church proceeded to riot and the other victim 

relatives within the church quickly joined them in solidarity. Together they demanded not only the 

expulsion of the police officer whose presence had sparked that morning’s protests (ripping apart 

their invitations to the day’s remaining anniversary events as protest), but also insisted that a 

second mass be held without any institutional representatives presence.89 The remainder of the day 

was then marked by “an ‘interrupted pilgrimage’ [that] flowed to the Fosse; at the end of the day, 

‘the entrance to the Fosse was covered with black palls; on the sides, two partisans stood guard 

wearing red scarves.’”90 Claudio Fano recounted to Portelli how the Santa Maria degli Angeli riot 

marked a turning point whereby “the public appropriation of the dead threaten[ed] to become an 

expropriation,” and created an even deeper mistrust among victim relatives towards the State’s 

official ceremonial apparatus around the Fosse Ardeatine.91 

A Clean Break? 

This chapter began with a brief summation of the universal commendation of the Mausoleo 

delle Fosse Ardeatine has received across time in architectural criticism. Schwarz has in turn 

highlighted that an essential component of the Mausoleo’s celebration “depends on the fact that 

these historians are all intent to exalt the value of the work, considered one of the highest moments 

of Italian architecture, an authentic turning point and rupture…”92 In other words, the Mausoleo 

delle Fosse Ardeatine serves the pivotal role in Italian architectural history as the ‘purifying’ break 

away from the bombastic monumentalism of the Fascist ventennio. The monument’s exalted 

 
88 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 233. 
89 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 319. 
90 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 233. 
91 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 242. 
92 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 331. “dipende dal fatto che quegli studiosi sono tutti intenti ad esaltare 
il valore dell’opera, considerate uno dei momenti più alti dell’architettura italiana, autentico punto di svolta e di 
rottura…” 
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position in Italian architectural history is yet another aspect of the ‘purifying’ function assigned by 

the Italian State to the Fosse Ardeatine as the watershed towards the newly antifascist Republic. 

The concrete innovations of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine can be illustrated through 

a brief cross-comparison with the nearby Mausoleo Ossario Garibaldino inaugurated during the 

peak of late Fascist monumental architecture in 1941 [Fig. 17]. This monument to Risorgimento 

heroes marks the site of Giuseppe Garibaldi’s final defense of the Roman Republic on the 

Janiculum hill and consists of a four-sided travertine open-air portico.93 Each side of the portico is 

broken up by three simple, rounded arches beneath monumental epigraphs from the writings of 

Risorgimento hero, Giuseppe Mazzini, incised in a raised bastone sans-serif font typical of much 

Fascist architecture. At the center of the complex is a granite altar filled with allegorical figures 

from Roman antiquity such as the she-wolf, imperial eagle, Roman swords or gladi, and the fascio 

littorio  [Fig. 18].94 Additionally, the sacrarium beneath is covered in a rich decorative scheme of 

golden mosaic tiles and polychrome marbles.  

By contrast, the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine has a stark lack of decoration with 

intentionally roughhewn surfaces of sperone stone. The complex has no large-scale figural 

references to ancient Roman allegorical traditions. The monument exhibits a far more organic use 

of space and integration of the memorial site into its natural setting. This is evident both in the 

bisection of the Mausoleum structure with an open-air divide to allow for natural light to stream 

into the burial space as well as the decision to leave the pits created by the Nazi detonations intact. 

This intentional use of empty, organic space was a revolutionary shift away from Fascist 

figuration. Zevi has also applauded how, “the sacrario of the Fosse Ardeatine is the antithesis of 

 
93 Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali, “Mausoleo Ossario Garibaldino,” accessed April 26, 2022, 
https://sovraintendenzaroma.it/i_luoghi/roma_medioevale_e_moderna/monumenti/mausoleo_ossario_garibaldino.  
94 Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali, “Mausoleo Ossario Garibaldino.” 
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a ‘monument.’ It neither occupies a privileged position nor imposes a preferred path…”95 And 

though there is a similar recurrence of geometry and symmetry between the two Mausolea, at the 

Fosse Ardeatine this had the explicit goal of making uniform and non-hierarchical the burial of the 

victims. 

Further, nearly every applicant to the Fosse Ardeatine bando di concorso was an early-

career architect unaffiliated with Fascist project commissions. Many of them also had explicitly 

personal motivations for seeking an antifascist architectural commission. For instance, of those 

who submitted proposals but were ultimately not selected, Brando Savelli’s father was killed in 

the Fosse Ardeatine, Giorgio Scazzocchio was of Jewish origins, and Augusto and Carlo Baccin 

were friends with the Di Porto and Azzarita families killed in the massacre. Among those architects 

chosen for the project, Mario Fiorentino was also Jewish and had even been detained in Regina 

Coeli prison until just months prior, meanwhile Giuseppe Perugini was already involved in 

designing the Allied cemeteries of Anzio and Cassino.96 Therefore, not only the formal 

characteristics of the site itself but also the ideological affiliations and personal motivations of the 

architects involved was intended as a deliberate and purificatory rupture from the predominance 

of Fascist architecture. 

Though for the most part the artists and architects involved on the project had not 

previously worked for regime commissions, Coccia had instead created multiple celebratory bas-

reliefs for the regime.97 The only extant example which can be firmly attributed to a Fascist-era 

commission is that of the poorly preserved Fontana della Maternità in the Parioli neighborhood 

 
95 Zevi, “Fosse Ardeatine, Roma,” 26. “il sacrario delle Fosse Ardeatine è l’antitesi del ‘monumento’. Non occupa 
infatti una postazione privilegiata nè impone un percorso preferenziale…” 
96 Castelli, “Fosse Ardeatine: Un monumento diventato simbolo,” 79. 
97 Castelli, “Fosse Ardeatine: Un monumento diventato simbolo,” 79. 
Conforti, “Le Fosse Ardeatine: un’architettura per non dimenticare,” 6. 
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[Fig. 19].98 The fountain’s monumental scale, use of travertine, and reliance on traditional canons 

of figuration to communicate a moral message and performative example—in this case related to 

motherhood—resonate with Coccia’s approach to his Fosse Ardeatine commission. Not only is 

this continuity of traditional figuration notable, so too is the public reaction to Coccia’s sculpture. 

As summarized at the outset of this chapter, while debates were raging over the proposed 

placement of Basaldella’s bronze gates whose abstract forms were seen by the victim families as 

inadequate in conveying the severity of the tragedy, Coccia’s monumental travertine sculpture, Le 

tre età, was unquestioningly accepted. 

Not to mention, several of the positively received modern elements of the monumental 

complex were in fact innovations of the earlier Fascist Rationalist period. Such elements include 

the Mausoleo’s lacking decoration, use of simple geometric forms, and intertwinement of form 

and function. In the same way that the patriotic myth of the Resistance as Italy’s second 

Risorgimento simply skips over the Fascist ventennio to directly link pre- and post-Fascist Italy, 

so too claiming the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine as Italy’s first modern omits the key role of 

architectural modernism in the regime’s cultural hegemony. As Mark Antliff has firmly asserted, 

acknowledging Fascist modernism is key to understanding Fascist cultural politics as a whole and 

the methods by which the regime was able to effectively grow its popular support.99 

So, while the architects of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine made real and commendable 

progress towards a new formal language for memorial sites, the monument was not an 

instantaneous reversal of two decades of Fascist architectural and cultural hegemony. The 

tendency in the architectural historiography to define the Mausoleo as Italy’s first ‘modern 

 
98 Photographs also survive of a large bas-relief on the exterior façade of an electric motors company which depicts 
a mother and child saying farewell to their father on his way to the factory. 
99 Mark Antliff,  "Fascism, Modernism, and Modernity," The Art Bulletin 84, no. 1 (2002): 148-69. 
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monument’ overlooks the essential role and staying power of the regime’s instrumentalization of 

both architectural modernism and monumental figuration. Instead, by contextualizing the 

architectural and rhetorical elements of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine that were both genuine 

rifts and inevitable continuities with the Fascist ventennio, viewers can better appreciate the 

progress made and difficulties faced when crafting a new antifascist liturgy.  

The same goes for contextualizing the rhetorical precedents set in Fascist monumental 

architecture. While the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine is not adorned by monumental 

inscriptions, plaques were essential in rhetorically framing the monument according to a paradigm 

of partisan sacrifice and heroic martyrdom. Positioned between the Christian catacombs of San 

Callisto and San Sebastiano, the Fosse Ardeatine became associated with a modern martyrdom 

from its very outset. In a progressive magazine from 1944, Mercurio, the author “F.G.” links those 

lost at the Fosse Ardeatine with the martyred Christians in the surrounding Appia Antica.  So too 

a post-liberation bill describes how, “[n]ext to the graves of the Christian martyrs, other graves 

have opened for the Martyrs of the Homeland.” Yet it is essential to situate the instrumentalization 

of a Christian martyrological paradigm within the widespread and ritual role of martyr cults in 

everyday Italian life under the regime.100 

Contemporary cultural historians have assembled a comprehensive body of scholarship 

which outlines the centrality of martyr cults to the Fascist regime’s self-establishment as a secular, 

political religion.101 Less studied, however, is the continuation and evolution of martyr rhetoric 

following World War II. Martyr shrines “disappeared quickly after the Liberation and were often 

 
100 Hannah Malone, “1921 e dintorni: ‘Fascist martyrs.’”   
While I have elected not to include the specific timestamps from the British School of Rome online panel, the 
speakers addressed the aspects of martyrdom tied to the Fosse Ardeatine during the question-and-answer section of 
the panel lasting from approximately the 56:00 to 1:11:00 timestamp. 
101 Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy, trans. Keith Botsford (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1996)., Antliff, "Fascism, Modernism, and Modernity." 



34 
 

the object of popular anger and demolitional fury,” writes Gundle.102 Still, according to Hannah 

Malone, martyrological rhetoric remained firmly entrenched in Italian culture. As for the rhetorical 

construction of the partisan martyr at the Fosse Ardeatine, Malone argues that “[t]he rhetoric of 

martyrdom as a typically Italian tradition continues to exist but transforms once again,” resulting 

in a “rather paradoxical situation in which a very Fascist type of martyrdom appears to be largely 

erased, but…in reality this Italian tradition of martyrdom shaped by Fascism remains deeply 

engrained in Italian collective memory and in Italian culture.”103  

 In all, a simultaneous evaluation of the formal, historical, phenomenological, political, and 

rhetorical phenomena tied to the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine enriches rather than confounds 

our understanding of its competing significances. The overwhelming emphasis on the Mausoleo 

as an effective break away from Fascist architectural traditions needs to not only be problematized, 

but also diverts attention away from the wrought social and political context in which the 

monument was conceived and constructed. In turn, the rejection of aesthetic concerns on the part 

of political historians when studying commemorative culture reduces appreciation for the 

importance of the monument in architectural history. Young has highlighted how, “sites of 

memory begin to assume lives of their own, often as resistant to official memory as they are 

emblematic of it.”104 It is precisely through this lens that I have chosen to study the Mausoleo delle 

Fosse Ardeatine—as a simultaneous confirmation of and challenge to a hegemonic, institutional 

memory of the Italian Resistance. The Mausoleo is an emblematic case both of the State-sponsored 

myth of Resistance unity as well as the divisiveness that actually characterized its historical 

commemoration from the outset.  

 
102 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 119. 
103 Hannah Malone, “1921 e dintorni: ‘Fascist martyrs.’”   
104 Young, The Texture of Memory, 120. 
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3. On the Walls: Postwar Grassroots Commemoration 

Schwarz’s historical account of the tense relations between the Italian State and the 

relatives of the Fosse Ardeatine victims was essential to understanding the early commemorative 

history of the Fosse Ardeatine in the preceding chapter. But official memorials were by no means 

the only method by which the Fosse Ardeatine victims were commemorated following the 

massacre. Though Schwarz concludes his argument by framing the victim families’ position as 

purely oppositional to institutional interference, the following chapter will illustrate that non-State 

actors did have a commemorative purpose and mission in the immediate postwar period.105 While 

the victims’ families and friends may not have collectively proposed a monumental project, two 

types of grassroots commemoration took shape in the immediate aftermath of the massacre; 

spontaneous photographic shrines placed by the victims’ families in the Fosse Ardeatine caves and 

commemorative plaques erected throughout Rome’s urban fabric by the political parties affiliated 

with the victims [Figs. 20-21]. 

Compared with the homogenized burial at the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine, both the 

spontaneous shrines and the memorial plaques honor the massacre’s victims at the individual rather 

than the collective level. These individuation efforts ran counter to the monument’s unifying 

rhetoric which Clifford argues, “drained the site of much of its emotional significance.” 106 But 

despite their mutual function as individualized memorials for the massacre victims, the 

spontaneous shrines and memorial plaques served different audiences and functioned according to 

fundamentally distinct commemorative logics. For Peter Jan Margry and Cristina Sánchez-

 
105 Schwarz, “Dal Vittoriano alle Ardeatine,” 326. 
106 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 132. 
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Carretero’s edited volume Grassroots Memorials: The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic 

Death, Deborah Puccio-Den “questions whether the use of paper and other ephemeral materials, 

rather than marble, enables the emotional system of the grassroots memorials to be distinguished 

from the remembrance system, whose instruments are permanent monuments or books.”107 The 

spontaneous shrines were an ephemeral and indeed deeply personal means by which the victims’ 

families navigated their collective trauma and created a unique space of communion both with 

their fellow mourners and those who had been lost. The memorial plaques were instead most 

frequently commissioned by the political factions with whom the victims had been affiliated in life 

and were explicitly intended for future audiences as a permanent means of antifascist posterity. 

The enduring materiality of the commemorative plaque format undoubtedly encourages a 

commemorative logic of historical remembrance over the needs of immediate funerary mourning 

served by the spontaneous shrines.  

As the coming chapter will demonstrate, each grassroots memorial format served a 

necessary purpose but that purpose was entirely different. While the spontaneous shrines were 

geared towards immediate memorialization and mourning, the plaques were conceived for 

permanent commemoration and the construction of historical memory. By comparatively 

evaluating the spontaneous shrines at the Fosse Ardeatine site and the memorial plaques spread 

throughout Rome, I will continue to illustrate the dissonance between private and public memory 

of the Resistance established in Chapter Two. Now, however, this line of reasoning will expand to 

incorporate the models of grassroots memorialization adopted by different non-institutional forces 

following the massacre.  

 
107 Peter Jan Margry and Cristina Sánchez-Carretero, “Rethinking Memorialization: The Concept of Grassroots 
Memorials,” in Grassroots Memorials: The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic Death, ed. Peter Jan Margry and 
Cristina Sánchez-Carretero (New York: Berghahn Books, 2011), 25. 
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The Spontaneous Shrines in the Fosse Ardeatine Caves 

The makeshift walls of photographs and personal effects placed within the Fosse Ardeatine 

caves by the relatives of the victims no longer exist at the site today and have yet to be meaningfully 

treated in the scholarly literature. Their existence is mutually attested to by the 1945 partisan film 

Giorni di gloria, photographs from Archivio Luce Cinecittà, newspaper accounts from the period, 

and oral histories from victim relatives that were later collected by Portelli. These makeshift 

memorials were composed primarily of photographs of the victims alongside flowers, handwritten 

dedications, as well as personal and religious affects that both lined the cave walls and adorned 

the victims’ temporary wooden coffins [Fig. 22]. Though images of the photo shrines have been 

reproduced both in Pucci’s analysis of Giorni di gloria (captioned “the burial and commemoration 

of the dead”) and Castelli’s reconstruction of the bando di concorso (captioned “[t]he sacralization 

of the site by family members in the three years following the massacre”), the nature and 

experience of these shrines was not then expanded upon in the authors’ texts.108 Though Castelli 

does reference the fact that “[t]he image of the tombs covered in flowers, lined along the galleries 

with photographs of the deceased attached to the walls, will be so indelibly fixed in people’s 

memory that they will not want to erase it,” the meaning of these spontaneous shrines is not further 

elaborated.109  

The temporary shrines adorned the cave walls and temporary coffins for an approximately 

three-year period and were a defining characteristic of the families’ early experiences of the 

 
108 Pucci, “Shooting Corpses,” 371. The text comes from Pucci’s image label for Figure 8. 
Francesca Romana Castelli, “1944-1949. Il Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine: Genesi di un monumento,” in Roma 
architettura e città negli anni della seconda guerra mondiale, ed. Lucio Valerio Barbera, Piero Ostilio Rossi, and 
Pietro Scoppola, 122-143 (Roma: Gangemi, 2004), 128. The text comes from Castelli’s image label for Figure 7, 
“La sacralizzazione del luogo ad opera dei familiari nei tre anni successivi alla strage.” 
109 Castelli, “1944-1949. Il Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine: Genesi di un monumento,” 128. “L’immagine delle 
bare ricoperte di fiori, allineate lungo le gallerie con le foto dei defunti attaccate alle pareti, si fisserà in maniera 
indelebile nella memoria della gente tanto da non volerla cancellare…” 
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massacre site. The Fosse Ardeatine caves first opened to the public in July 1944 and by the time 

Giorni di gloria was filmed between 1944 and 1945 the shrines had already engulfed the entry 

point of the caves where the film’s panning shot over the shrines was recorded.110 This means that 

the communal placement of photographs and personal affects for the victims was a spontaneous 

initiative carried out in the immediate months following the opening of the Fosse Ardeatine. While 

the provisional wooden coffins lined in rows further down the caves appear unadorned in Giorni 

di gloria, over time the victims’ temporary coffins came to function as altars for further shrines as 

can be seen in a documentary photograph from Archivio Luce Cinecittà dated to March 21, 1947 

[Fig. 23]. Other archival photographs also reveal that miniature altars to individual victims were 

placed by families throughout the caves [Fig. 24]. So, while the spontaneous shrines were initially 

concentrated at the entrance to the caves as seen in Giorni di gloria, over time they increasingly 

sprawled throughout the cave galleries. Construction of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine then 

began on November 22, 1947 and the systemization of the caves ultimately included the removal 

of these familial shrines.  

Since this commemorative phenomenon has yet to be comprehensively addressed in the 

literature, I will supplement my analyses of the primary documentation with recent scholarship 

from the subset of memory studies regarding funerary commemoration. Academic interest in 

mourning phenomena has been on the rise since the late 1980s.111 Within this growing body of 

scholarship, the walls of photographs in the Fosse Ardeatine caves would now be categorized as 

that which Margry and Sánchez-Carretero have defined as “grassroots memorials” and, even more 

specifically, what Santino has termed “spontaneous shrines.”112 According to Santino’s definition, 

 
110 Staron, Fosse Ardeatine e Marzabotto, 101. 
111 Margry and Sánchez-Carretero, “Rethinking Memorialization: The Concept of Grassroots Memorials,” 6. 
112 Margry and Sánchez-Carretero, “Rethinking Memorialization: The Concept of Grassroots Memorials,” 5. 
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spontaneous shrines are, “those temporary memorials that people construct, on their own initiative, 

to mark the site of untimely deaths. These memorial assemblages are usually made up of flowers, 

candles, personal memorabilia, and notes, as well as religious icons.”113 Since his initial definition 

of ‘spontaneous shrines,’ Santino has since specified that, in this context, spontaneity refers the 

individual motivations rather than official sponsorship or commission that spawned these 

makeshift memorials.114 Santino has additionally clarified that the term ‘shrines’ refers to how 

these spaces were frequently intended as unique sites of communion between the dead and the 

living or “a place where two-way communication can occur.”115  

Each of these components was present at the spontaneous shrines in the Fosse Ardeatine 

caves, but central importance was reserved for photographic portraits of the victims. Photographs 

of all types are the primary component of the makeshift memorials in the cave galleries and ranged 

from studio or military portraits, to identification cards, to amateur snapshots and family 

photographs. A few of the portraits were large and framed, but the vast majority were smaller in 

scale and simply tacked to the cave walls. Nearly every photograph was also accompanied by a 

written dedication as well as other memorabilia such as Christian crosses and religious icons, 

political party ribbons, and newspaper clippings. To supplement my approach to the photo walls 

as grassroots memorials, I will also incorporate scholarship on funerary and portrait photography. 

Foremost, Marcel Reyes-Cortez’s 2013 chapter, “Maintaining the Dead in the Lives of the Living: 

Material Culture and Photography in the Cemeteries of Mexico City” lends specific attention to 

the nature of funerary commemoration and the specific role of photography within this process. In 

his work, Reyes-Cortez notes how, “[p] hotographs and objects take on the essence and the sense 

 
113 Santino, “Between Commemoration and Social Activism,” 98. 
114 Santino, “Between Commemoration and Social Activism,” 98-99. 
115 Santino, “Between Commemoration and Social Activism,” 99. 
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of the self and they assist the living and the dead to remain connected over time.”116 Additionally, 

I will incorporate Walter Benjamin’s critical theories on photography from the 1930s to further 

illustrate the importance of the reciprocal gaze in the visitors’ experience of connectedness with 

the portrait photographs. 

The visual and material experience of the spontaneous shrines can be effectively 

reconstructed from a panning shot over the shrines in the aforementioned partisan film Giorni di 

gloria. This “dramatized documentary” was funded by Italy’s national partisan organization, 

ANPI, and created by four directors affiliated with the Partito Comunista Italiano: Mario Serandrei, 

Giuseppe De Santis, Luchino Visconti, Marcello Pagliero. As such, the film was an intentionally 

partisan account of the Roman Resistance described by Pucci as “seek[ing] to build a myth of 

origins for post-fascist Italy that legitimizes the role of the Resistance in the post-war state,” and 

she even goes on to equate Giorni di gloria as “the filmic equivalent of the architectural monument 

at the site of the massacre.”117 The spontaneous shrines were thereby mediated to a larger audience 

through an explicitly partisan and politically charged framework.  

The politicized framing of the shrines is further reinforced by the film’s inclusion of a 

partly censored depiction of Donato Carretta’s infamous popular lynching just prior to the panning 

shot over the photo walls. Carretta was the former director of Regina Coeli prison and was present 

as a witness in the September 1944 court trial of Pietro Caruso, the former head of Rome’s police 

force who had been charged with aiding Kappler to reach the reprisal quota for the Fosse Ardeatine 

massacre. At the trial, Carretta was recognized by the crowd as having also provided names to 

Kappler’s troops. The crowds (many of whom were the widows and relative of the Fosse Ardeatine 

 
116 Marcel Reyes-Cortez, “Maintaining the Dead in the Lives of the Living: Material Culture and Photography in the 
Cemeteries of Mexico City,” in Envisaging death: visual culture and dying, ed. Michele Aaron (Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 43. 
117 Pucci, “Shooting Corpses,” 356, 359. 
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victims) then chased Carretta out of court, beat him along the banks of the Tiber river, and lynched 

him outside of the prison he once directed.118 By reproducing these turbulent events just prior to 

the scenes of familial mourning besides the spontaneous shrines, the film explicitly linked the 

capacity for collective grief to transform into political rage and summary justice.  

After the violent events at the Caruso trial, Giorni di gloria depicts a woman weeping over 

a provisional wooden coffin in the Fosse Ardeatine caves which contains the remains of a loved 

one she had lost. The camera then cuts to reveal the decomposed and entirely unrecognizable 

corpse in the coffin itself before panning over to reveal rows of coffins down the cave galleries 

containing similarly disfigured corpses [Fig. 25]. It is only then that the scene suddenly shifts to a 

still image of the cave walls adorned by commemorative wreathes and the spontaneous shrines 

[Fig. 26]. The film’s sequencing first of Carretta’s lynching, followed by the traumatic experience 

of the exhumation of the corpses from the execution site, and concluding with the photographic 

shrines ultimately communicates that familial mourning was an explicitly personal and 

fundamentally political phenomenon. In cases of collective tragedy, personal mourning and 

political commemoration are inevitably intertwined. Andrea Hajek has written that, “[t]he trauma 

of victims’ families is therefore not only of a personal nature but at the same time belongs to the 

public realm, so that the families have a moral duty to remember…”119 It is not coincidental that 

the spontaneous shrine sequence is directly preceded by images of the unrecognizable corpses. 

The trauma experienced by the families identifying their disfigured loved ones in the caves was 

subsequently reconciled through the creation of the spontaneous shrines. 

 
118 Federigo Argentieri, “Via Rasella, Donato Carretta e l’ombra lunga del PCI,” Storia in Network, November 1, 
2015, http://www.storiain.net/storia/via-rasella-donato-carretta-e-lombra-lunga-del-pci/.  
119 Andrea Hajek, Negotiating Memories of Protest in Western Europe: The Case of Italy (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013), 74. 
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Whereas the burial of a loved one is often a starting point to come to terms with a personal 

loss, in the case of the Fosse Ardeatine massacre it was first necessary to exhume and identify the 

bodies before they could then be buried.120 Thus what are usually the first steps in the healing 

process instead produced further torment for the mourning families. The Ally representatives in 

Rome initially wanted to build a monument on top of the bodies without exhuming them, but 

victim relatives organized together to demand that each corpse be identified. Portelli relates how 

for the Allies to build a monument atop the site “ignores the mourners’ need to identify the bodies 

and weep over them.”121 Vera Simoni describes how her mother insisted on individually 

identifying each victim and so recruited the help of anatamo-pathologist Attilo Ascarelli.122 

Combined with campaigning by other widows of the victims—Lucia Zauli Stame, Maria 

Giannandrea D’Aspro, and Elvira Senesi Giacchini—the Allied authorities and the Italian 

administrated established a commission led by Ascarelli which, after months of tireless work, 

securely identified nearly all of the victims.123  

But the corpses were so mutilated that only approximately 20% of the bodies could be 

identified by familial description alone.124 It was thereby through the collection and cataloging of 

the clothing, documents, and objects found with the bodies that the rest were able to be identified. 

For instance, railway worker and partisan Michele Bolgia was recognized by his clothing, a 

German watch which had been issued to railway workers, and an address book that was still 

legible.125 Multiple oral accounts in Portelli’s book describe the resonant trauma experienced by 

the victims’ families when they had to visit the caves, witness the mass of mutilated bodies, and 

 
120 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 190. 
121 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 208. 
122 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 190. 
123 Leoni, “Per una storia dell’ANFIM,” 5-6. 
124 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 193. 
125 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 193. 
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identify their own loved ones among them.126 In an intriguing reversal of the grassroots memorial 

model wherein “offerings and occasionally relics belonging to the martyred are brought to the 

site,” the personal affects used to identify the bodies had already assumed an auratic correlation 

with the Fosse Ardeatine victims.127 But whereas the families had no control over the “relics” 

found with their loved ones, Reyes-Cortez articulates how families can instead make decisions 

over “which photograph would be most representative of the dead person…”128 So too Cheryl R.  

Jorgensen-Earp and Lori A. Lanzilotti attribute mourners’ placement of photographs and personal 

affects as a unique opportunity for “the viewer to add to the text, to help write the final story of 

the tragedy, and thereby regain control over the scene.”129 These photo shrines were thus a method 

by which mourning families could assert agency in how they chose to remember their lost loved 

ones.  

Several oral histories from victim relatives collected by Portelli document the nature of the 

caves prior to their systemization for the construction of the Mausoleum complex. For instance, 

an unnamed female source describes how the victims “had been put in boxes, and there were, on 

the poles that supported the roof, there were all the photographs. The boxes were on the 

ground…Shoes, things, scattered every which way…”130 So too Claudio Fano, a son of one of the 

victims who would later go on to become the president of Rome’s Jewish community, described 

the mourners as “a village gathering, all the people—riding in on a scattered bus, who brought 

flowers to these lined-up coffins, arranged them, shifted them…”131 These accounts reflect the 

 
126 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 193. 
127 Cheryl R. Jorgensen-Earp and Lori A. Lanzilotti, “Public Memory and Private Grief: The Construction of Shrines 
at the Sites of Public Tragedy,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 84, no. 2 (1998): 159. 
128 Reyes-Cortez, “Maintaining the Dead in the Lives of the Living,” 34. 
129 Jorgensen-Earp and Lanzilotti, “Public Memory and Private Grief,” 160. 
130 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 208. 
131 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 210. 
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malleability of the site in the period following the massacre. In another of Portelli’s interviews 

with Fano, he recounts how, 

All brought photographs, then they wrote the coffin’s number on them…back then a 
photograph was still something rather special…most of them were, maybe, a wedding 
photograph where the head was cut off because, who knows, they didn’t want to expose 
photographs of people who were still living; or photographs of people in bathing suits, in 
undershirts, things like that.132 
 

There are multiple notable aspects of this brief but rich description of the spontaneous shrines. 

First, Fano describes the “rather special” quality of photographs at this time. The creation of family 

photo albums had been a common practice among the European upper classes since the 1860s, but 

changes in the format and cost of photographic portraits in the early 20th century finally made them 

more accessible to lower classes. The increased ease and accessibility of camera technologies also 

gave rise to the spread of what has been alternatively termed snapshot, amateur, or vernacular 

photography which rendered family photographs and albums more personal, narrative, and 

scrapbook-like.133 Photography thereby occupied a unique position at this time wherein a person’s 

portrait or family photograph was still considered to be a special and significant mode of self-

representation, while also being by this time relatively widespread and accessible across various 

social strata. 

Portelli’s historical account touches on regional and class differences among the victim 

relatives which produced variations in their respective mourning rituals. In spite of these 

differences, “[t]here were, however, mediations and exchanges between the archaic rural forms of 

mourning and the urban middle-class ones”—namely photographs. A newspaper account from the 

 
132 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 211. 
133 Georgia Alù, “The Peripatetic Portrait: Exchange and Performance in Migration Photographs at the Turn of the 
Nineteenth Century,” in Stillness in Motion : Italy, Photography, and the Meanings of Modernity, ed. Sarah Patricia 
Hill and Giuliana Minghelli (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2018), 136, 146. 
Mette Sandbye, “In 1973: Family Photography as Material, Affective History,” in Ubiquity: Photography’s 
Multitudes, ed. Jacob W. Lewis and Kyle Parry (Leuven University Press, 2021), 128. 
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period described “a nearly centenary peasant woman whose clayey hands, on the wood of a coffin, 

caress the photograph of a twenty-year-old boy…”134 From this excerpt, Portelli highlights how, 

“[i]n her ‘earthen’ hands, the old peasant woman held an object of modernity, a photograph, which 

was gradually becoming part of the ritual.”135 Photography thereby successfully mediated and 

unified the mourning rituals of this varied collective.  

Secondly, the practice described by Fano of cutting out the images of surrounding figures 

who were still alive designates those pictured as belonging to a separate sphere from those who 

mourn them. The photo wall is thus a unique means by which “mourners enter into communication 

with their dead via the sensorial worlds of material and visual culture.”136 The returned gaze of the 

photographic subject provided a unique space for family members to communicate with those they 

had lost.137 In Walter Benjamin’s 1939 essay “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” he notes that 

“ [i]nherent in the gaze [of the photographic portrait subject]…is the expectation that it will be 

returned by that on which it is bestowed. Where this expectation is met…there is an experience of 

the aura in all its fullness…” 138 Benjamin then goes on to elaborate this auratic experience as the 

rare moment when “a response characteristic of human relationships is transposed to the 

relationship between humans and the inanimate or natural objects.”139 The importance of the 

mutual gaze between the mourner and the photographic subject at the spontaneous shrines of the 

Fosse Ardeatine is reinforced by the nature of their reproduction in Giorni di gloria. While I have 

thus far considered the film’s panning shot over the shrines, a subsequent sequence of close-up 

 
134 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 210. 
135 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 211. 
136 Reyes-Cortez, “Maintaining the Dead in the Lives of the Living,” 36. 
137 Reyes-Cortez, “Maintaining the Dead in the Lives of the Living,” 44. 
138 Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” SW 4:338, 1939. Quoted in Diarmuid Costello, “Aura, Face, 
Photography: Re-reading Benjamin Today,” in Walter Benjamin and Art, ed. Andrew E. Benjamin (London, New 
York: Continuum, 2005), 181. 
139 Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire.”  
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shots on particular photographic portraits alternates with the faces of the female mourners present 

in the caves [Fig. 27]. Dressed in black, with somber, downturned expressions, nearly every 

woman also wears a necklace pendant with a portrait photograph of the person they lost.140 By 

alternating between the faces of the mourning women and the faces of the victim portraits, viewers 

are cued into how the shrines functioned as a unique space for communion between the dead and 

living.  

Additionally, though the film’s panning shot does not permit for viewers to understand the 

contents of the written descriptions disperse throughout the shrines, these close-ups are an 

unparalleled opportunity to better understand the nature of these personal contributions. A close-

up on the portrait of Ilario Canacci, one of the youngest victims of the Fosse Ardeatine, has been 

inscribed with both his name and birthdate in 1927 [Fig. 28]. This example recalls another 

important aspect described in Fano’s oral account of the photographic shrines; that families would 

often write the number of the victim’s coffin atop their portrait. These practices again reflect the 

pressing need among families to assign identities to the unrecognizable mass of mutilated bodies. 

Through photography, Reyes-Cortez believes that families could, “prolong the social life of the 

dead self once the supposed decomposition of flesh has eroded the visibility of visible 

humanness.”141 Additionally, the recurrent use of identification cards containing the victims’ 

photographic portraits and biographical information (though partly attributable to the expediency 

of this easily available photographic portrait), further revealed the concerted desire to reassign 

identity to the victims. By the same logic, the spontaneous shrines were also a space to chart the 

relationships between the massacre’s victims. For instance, a newspaper clipping pinned to the 

 
140 Elisabetta Agnini has described to Portelli how her grandmother “had this gold brooch with my uncle’s picture, 
she always kept it pinned to her suit…” Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 212. 
141 Reyes-Cortez, “Maintaining the Dead in the Lives of the Living,” 41. 
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wall recounts the deaths of seven members of the Di Consiglio family at the Fosse Ardeatine [Fig. 

29]. Meanwhile the portraits of Umberto and Bruno Bucci were placed together under the written 

inscription, “father and son, united in life, close in death,” which was woven into a banner that 

delineates an altar-like space around their parallel portraits [Fig. 30].  

The Comparative Cases of Bologna and Modena 

 The significance of these photo shrines sheds further light on the dissent among family 

associations during the bando di concorso. The wife of Giuseppe Cordero Lanza di Montezemolo, 

a Lieutenant Colonel who led the Clandestine Military Front of the Resistance and died at the 

Fosse Ardeatine, wrote in a February 1945 letter to Il Quotidiano that she was, “struck by the calm 

majesty of the place…a spectacle so solemn that it overtakes the gruesome memory of the tragedy, 

a grand and sublime sense that is unique, [she] would like that the place remains as intact as 

possible.”142 But despite these strongly expressed desires on the part of many families to retain the 

appearance and environment of the cave galleries, no trace of this makeshift memorial site remains 

today.  

Yet the institutional decision to remove the photo shrines from the Fosse Ardeatine caves 

differs from the position taken towards similar grassroots memorials of the time. Cooke and 

Gundle have both referred to the spontaneous creation of photo walls in Bologna and Modena 

immediately after Liberation.143 These photo walls were later transformed into monuments that 

are still standing today in a process by which “specific acts of memory developed into an official 

 
142 Castelli, “Fosse Ardeatine: Un monumento diventato simbolo,” 77. “colpita dalla calma maestà del luogo…uno 
spettacolo così solenne che sovrappone al macabre ricordo della tragedia, un senso di grandioso e sublime che è 
unico, lo vorrei che quel luogo rimanesse il più possible intatto…” 
143 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 120. 
Philip Cooke, “The Italian State and the Resistance Legacy in the 1950s and 1960s,” in Culture, Censorship and the 
State in Twentieth-Century Italy, ed. Guido Bonsaver and Robert S. C. Gordon (London: Legenda, 2005), 126. 
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monument.”144 These counter-examples show that the collectivity of memory and the 

differentiation of individuals among mass tragedies need not be solely the responsibility of 

grassroots memorials but can also be effectively incorporated into official monuments. They also 

shed light on the fact that the spontaneous shrines of the Fosse Ardeatine were not an isolated 

instance. While the ‘unknown soldier’ held great sway in the Italian State’s commemoration of the 

First World War, Gundle describes how following World War II, “[p]hotographs were also 

important in establishing the individuality of the partisan martyr, who could not be summed up in 

an abstraction of the ‘unknown soldier’ type.”145 These contemporaneous examples to the Fosse 

Ardeatine shrines merit attention for the fact that the processes of their institutionalization are 

illustrative of the State’s potentially positive interactions with spontaneous acts of memory-making 

in the immediate postwar period.146 

On Bologna’s Liberation Day, April 21, 1945, women began spontaneously placing 

photographs of family members they had lost during the war on the outer wall of a municipal 

building in Piazza Nettuno [Fig. 31]. The selection of this particular location was not by chance, 

it had been the site of the executions of several partisans during the city’s occupation.147 The wall 

quickly became adorned with hundreds of photographs placed beneath and atop an Italian flag 

whose House of Savoy seal had been replaced with a black band to honor those lost to Nazifascist 

violence in the war.148 The immediacy of the Bologna shrine’s creation was fortunately captured 

by an American soldier Ed Reep who was traveling through the newly liberated city with a group 

 
144 Cooke, “The Italian State and the Resistance Legacy in the 1950s and 1960s,” 148. 
145 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 120. 
146 Margry and Sánchez-Carretero, “Rethinking Memorialization: The Concept of Grassroots Memorials,” 13. 
147 “Sacrario partigiani in Piazza Nettuno a Bologna,” Storia e Memoria di Bologna, accessed January 4, 2022, 
https://www.storiaememoriadibologna.it/sacrario-partigiani-in-piazza-nettuno-a-bologna-892-opera.  
148 Istituto Storico Parri Emilia-Romagna, “Dipingere il fuoco. Ed Reep, un artista di guerra a Bologna,” May 6, 
2013, YouTube video, 14:35, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zT7ZxM8sPc4.  
This rhetorical reuse of the national flag recalls the anti-monarchical sentiment expressed towards flags with the 
House of Savoy crest discussed in Chapter Two. 
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of Italian partisans. This grassroots “Altare del Popolo” was maintained by Bologna’s citizens 

throughout the 1940s until it became evident that the photographs were rapidly deteriorating due 

to weather exposure [Fig. 32]. A committee was composed of citizens, municipal officials, and 

representatives from associations such as ANPI to raise funds in order to transform the photo wall 

into a stable monument. Architect Giuseppe Vaccaro was chosen to design the shrine and on the 

10th anniversary of Liberation the monument was officially inaugurated by Bologna mayor 

Giuseppe Dozza. The shrine today consists of 2,059 uniform ceramic tiles (weather-proof and 

modeled after those typical of Italian cemeteries) which each contain the name and photograph of 

a fallen partisan [Fig. 33].149  

Similarly, in Modena a photo shrine to lost partisans was created shortly following the 

city’s liberation when the body of a starved man was discovered underneath the city’s Ghirlandina 

monument. No identifying documents were found on his person other than a photograph which 

was placed on the wall of the Ghirlandina in the hopes that someone would be able to identify him. 

Following this action, the citizens of Modena began attaching photographs of their own missing 

or deceased loved ones atop strips of gauze affixed to the wall “spontaneously, as a manifestation 

of popular pain”150 [Fig. 34]. After multiple removals and restagings [Fig. 35], pressure to remove 

the photo wall had waned by the mid 1950s and in 1972 the shrine was given its final redesign into 

its present, permanent format of uniform ceramic tiles [Fig. 36].151 

These monuments are by no means a direct translation of the spontaneity and popular will 

which originally spawned the accumulation of photographs. As Margry and Sánchez-Carretero 

 
149 “Sacrario partigiani in Piazza Nettuno a Bologna,” Storia e Memoria di Bologna. 
150 “Sacrario della Ghirlandina,” ANPI Modena, accessed January 4, 2022, https://www.anpimodena.it/sacrario-
della-ghirlandina/. “in modo spontaneo, come manifestazione del dolore popolare.” 
151 “Sacrario della Ghirlandina,” ANPI Modena. 
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have written, “the institutionalization effort is related to a drive to formalize the informal.”152 

Santino further expands on this by arguing that official restitution of a grassroots memorial is 

always “a clash over public space—who has access to it, who defines it, and who controls it.”153 

Still, I do believe that these monuments are a testament to the potential efficacy of institutional 

and extrainstitutional partnership. The original site chosen for the spontaneous shrines was 

respected and there was a concerted effort to maintain the original emotional impact of the 

individualized photo wall albeit in a more standardized format. Ultimately, the official 

incorporation of these spontaneous memorials into lasting monuments is a testament to the 

mourners’ self-determination in remembering their loved ones while also constructing a historical 

memory of the tragic events they just lived through. The memorial walls today allow for 

contemporary passersby to remember how people negotiated their profound mourning and sought 

to create historical memory in the very days and weeks after Liberation.  

But while the spontaneous shrines were an immensely touching chapter of the massacre’s 

history that powerfully illustrate the immediate impact of the tragedy, no trace of the photo shrines 

exists along the cave walls today. Instead, photographic icons were embedded into bronze laurel 

wreathes atop the victims’ tombs [Fig. 12]. Susan Sontag has famously described all photographs 

as memento mori, but particularly in the context of funerary icons she has remarked that, “all the 

faces in the stereotyped photographs cupped behind glass and affixed to tombstones in the 

cemeteries of Latin countries seem to contain a portrait of their death.”154 The emotional 

experience and direct communion between the victims and their relatives established through the 

reciprocal gaze of the photographic portraits in the spontaneous shrines was ruptured when the 

 
152 Margry and Sánchez-Carretero, “Rethinking Memorialization: The Concept of Grassroots Memorials,” 18. 
153 Santino, “Between Commemoration and Social Activism,” 100. 
154 Sontag, On Photography, 70. 
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photographs were embedded into the stone tombs in the Mausoleo. Small in scale, positioned high 

up on the tomb, and inlaid horizontally into its stone surface, the portraits are no longer at eye-

level with their viewers. Further, by being printed in the same material and dimensions, these 

photographs conform to the Mausoleo’s overwhelming sense of uniformity rather than the striking 

diversity of photographed subjects that once lined the cave walls and wooden coffins.155  

 An area for further study would be to retrace the process by which particular photographs 

were selected for the laurel wreath icons atop the Mausoleo tombs. In many cases the selection 

could have been out of necessity as the only surviving photograph of the victim, but there is also 

evidence of multiple snapshots, portraits, and family photos of individual victims now preserved 

in ANFIM’s digital archive. Were communications sent out to the families to submit a single image 

for the Mausoleo tombs? Were any criteria for the photographs communicated to them? Was this 

initiative explicitly intended to retain the memory of the spontaneous shrines lining the cave walls? 

How were the shrines ultimately taken down and the original photographs returned to their 

respective owners? Regardless of these unanswered questions, a historical account of the 

spontaneous shrines ought to be incorporated into the monument today, perhaps at the site’s 

adjacent “Museo dei Cimeli” or on the monument’s website. The multiple lives of these 

photographs and their poignant role in the incredibly difficult mourning processes of the victims’ 

families deserve to be remembered and made visually accessibly to contemporary audiences. 

From Commemorative Photographs to Commemorative Plaques 

At the same time that the spontaneous shrines were staged at the Fosse Ardeatine, memorial 

plaques for individual victims were being erected on buildings throughout Rome as early as the 

 
155 In the instances when a studio portrait of a victim was not available, the background of the selected photograph 
was blurred to emulate the frontal, standalone studio portrait. 
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massacre’s first anniversary. These plaques either honored individuals or multiple victims grouped 

together according to everything from their neighborhood, occupation, and religious identity. The 

vast majority of memorial plaques to the Fosse Ardeatine victims, however, were commissioned 

by individual political parties—the Movimento Comunista Italiano, Partito Comunista Italiano, 

Partito Socialista Italiano, and the Partito d’Azione—to memorialize their active involvement in 

the Resistance.156  

These politically commissioned plaques were meant to specify and revalorize the many 

ideological affiliations of the Fosse Ardeatine victims that had been suppressed within the 

nationalizing framework of the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine as well as to legitimize the given 

party in Italy’s postwar political panorama for their active involvement in the Resistance. To 

cement themselves in Italy’s post-Liberation government, “the Left claimed its protagonist’s role 

in the Resistance as a people’s movement…” 157 Just as the Italian State sought to legitimize itself 

through the centralized Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine monument, antifascist factions also did so 

via the enduring, decentralized memorial plaques to fallen partisans spread throughout Rome. 

Placing small-scale memorials to the victims in the city’s center and periphery is a fundamentally 

different model of commemoration than the centralized monument at the Fosse Ardeatine. 

Compared with, “the monumental structures that physically contain the bodies [that] were often 

isolated, in cemeteries, far from inhabited centers…”, commemorative plaques placed in the living 

fabric of the city instead facilitated a more consistent engagement with the memory of the Fosse 

Ardeatine massacre and ultimately encouraged routine rituals of remembrance.158  

 
156 Mogavero, I muri ricordano, 16. 
157 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 240. 
158 Schwarz, “La morte e la patria: L’Italia e i difficili lutti della seconda guerra mondiale,” 567. “le strutture 
monumentali che contenevano materialmente dei corpi si trovavano in genere isolate, nei cimiteri, lontano dai centri 
abitati…” 
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Memorial plaques were typically relegated to three locations: The site of the victim’s death 

or a larger traumatic event, the political party headquarters with which the victim had been 

affiliated, or most frequently the victims’ former homes.159 So too the format and text of the 

plaques themselves was largely standardized. A representative example is the plaque for the 

partisan Enrico Mancini located at the entrance of his former home, a popular housing unit in 

Garbatella, where Mancini had been living prior to his execution at the Fosse Ardeatine [Fig. 21]. 

The plaque itself is unadorned and incised into a rectangular marble slab. Its written contents 

prioritize Mancini’s ideological cause and implicate (albeit in very broad terms) those responsible 

for his death. The language used is largely abstract and not only describes Mancini’s “ideal of 

justice and liberty” (a reference to the slogan of the antifascist Partito d’Azione or PdA), but also 

frames his death as one of heroic sacrifice (“prison suffering martyrdom…he fell heroically…”).160 

Commissioned by his “companions from the Actionist Party,” this plaque was dedicated to 

Mancini “in perennial memory” in the year 1947.161 Overall, this plaque’s symbolic reference to 

Mancini’s just ideals and martyrdom, its intended permanence as reiterated both within the 

plaque’s dedication and by its marble materiality, its lack of decoration, and placement outside of 

Mancini’s former home by his friends and political companions are the primary characteristics of 

Rome’s Fosse Ardeatine plaques.  

While the grassroots logic of the spontaneous shrines at the Fosse Ardeatine is immediately 

obvious for their ephemerality and makeshift accumulation, the plaques’ material permanence and 

abstract rhetoric cause them to seem official, enduring, and immutable to contemporary audiences. 

But Rome’s early commemorative plaques to the Fosse Ardeatine victims were originally erected 

 
159 Schwarz, “La morte e la patria: L’Italia e i difficili lutti della seconda guerra mondiale,” 568-569. 
160 “il suo ideale di giustizià e di libertà” “carcere sofferenze martirio…cadde eroicamente…” 
161 “posero a perenne memoria, Rome 14-9-1947” 
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in a fundamentally transitional political moment, and their decentralized diffusion was in many 

ways akin to the makeshift accumulation of the spontaneous shrines. Plaques placed in the 

immediate postwar period never received administrative approval and coincided with Rome’s brief 

but popular purging of Fascist monuments following Liberation. Though traditional in their 

rhetorical and material format, Hajek has ultimately argued that plaques placed immediately 

following a tragic event without permission from local authorities constitute “a spontaneous and 

anti-institutional memory site.”162 Such acts of spontaneous creation, placed outside former 

victims’ homes, and without official commission are indeed another form of grassroots 

memorialization. 

Resistance plaques as a whole remain woefully understudied despite their widespread 

diffusion throughout Italy. Even Galmozzi’s aforementioned comprehensive survey of Resistance 

monuments from 1945-1985, “has on the other hand excluded from the present study, save for rare 

and motivated exceptions, the simple memorial plaques and countless tombstones that in many 

places remind passersby of where patriots had been killed or fell in battle.”163 In his book on the 

legacy of the Italian Resistance, Cooke describes monuments as “one of the most important, and 

relatively under-examined, aspects of Resistance culture,” and as far more enduring and public 

than other (more consistently studied) aspects of Resistance culture such as books and films.164 

Fortunately, Giuseppe Mogavero confronted the immense undertaking of surveying Rome’s vast 

collection of Resistance plaques in his early 2000s study entitled I muri ricordano: La Resistenza 

a Roma attraverso le epigrafi (1943-1945). Mogavero’s study was conceived in the wake of the 

 
162 Hajek, Negotiating Memories of Protest in Western Europe: The Case of Italy, 151. 
163 Nizza, “Presentazione,” 9. “sono stati invece esclusi da questo lavoro, salvo raro e motivate eccezioni, i semplici 
cippi e le innumerevoli lapidi che in tante località ricordano al passante dove patrioti sono stati uccisi o sono caduti 
combattendo.” 
164 Cooke, The Legacy of the Italian Resistance, 126. 
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Priebke trials of the 1990s, “[t]o combat oblivion and the process of revisionism, which ultimately 

distorts contemporary history…”165 Mogavero recognized that the longstanding neglect of 

Resistance plaques was a missed opportunity to both map Rome’s Resistance activity and 

understand early attempts to translate partisan activism into historical memory.  

Despite the State’s unificatory representation of the Italian Resistance through the 

Mausoleo, the Resistance was instead marked by pockets of activity throughout the city. Rome’s 

Resistance was hyperlocalized, lacking communication lines across neighborhoods during 

Occupation, and ultimately composed of people with a wide range of political and ideological 

beliefs.166 Antonio Parisella presented the volume I muri ricordano by describing how, “Mogavero 

confirms this weighted plurality [of Resistance actors] and, along with the victims’ 

representativeness of ideological and sociological factors, their location also indicates clues and 

information on the territorial presence of the Resistance.”167 The non-unified reality of Resistance 

activity is more accurately reflected in the spread and diffusion of individual plaques throughout 

Rome’s many neighborhoods than a monolithic monument. Not to mention, the rates of postwar 

plaque production mirror Italy’s continually fluctuating relationship to Resistance memory. 

Schwarz writes that, “[t]heir erection has continued from Liberation to the present day, involving 

a polychrome and varied multitude of public and private actors,” with the majority of plaques 

created in the immediate postwar years.168  

 
165 Mogavero, I muri ricordano, 18. “Per combattere l’oblìo e il processo di revisionismo, che porta alla distortsione 
della storia contemporanea…” 
166 Antonio Parisella, “Presentazione,” in I muri ricordano: La Resistenza a Roma attraverso le epigrafi (1943-
1945), Giuseppe Mogavero (Bolsena: Massari editore, 2002), 11. 
167 Parisella, “Presentazione,” 10-11. “Mogavero conferma questa pluralità ponderate e, accanto alla rappresentività 
ideologica e sociologica, già per la loro dislocazione, esse indicano anche indizi e informazioni sulla presenza 
territoriale della Resistenza.” 
168 Schwarz, “La morte e la patria: L’Italia e i difficili lutti della seconda guerra mondiale,” 567. “L a loro erezione si 
è protratta dalla Liberazione ai giorni nostri, coinvolgendo una policroma e variegata moltitudine di committenti 
pubblici e privati: dopo una vivace partenza nei primissimi anni del dopoguerra, quella produzione subì un 
consistente ridimensionamento nel periodo del centrismo e risorse poi a nuovi fasti a partire dagli anni Sessanta.” 
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Through a series of information requests and by cross-referencing various catalogues of 

Rome’s collection of Resistance plaques, I found a total of 95 plaques dedicated either to individual 

victims of the Fosse Ardeatine, groups of victims, or individual victims whose names were listed 

in general plaques honoring fallen partisans.169 While comprehensive, the inventory I created is 

not exhaustive. The sheer diffusion of these plaques to the farthest corners of Rome’s peripheral 

suburbs makes it near impossible to exhaustively catalogue them.170 Regardless, from this 

inventory it is possible to isolate several guiding characteristics of Rome’s diffuse body of Fosse 

Ardeatine plaques.  

To better elicit the underlying motivations and intended functions of these early 

commemorative plaques, the remainder of this chapter will reconstruct the tense, transitional 

period which prompted their extrainstitutional commission. From there, by mutually considering 

the textual rhetoric and material permanence of the plaques themselves, I will illustrate the 

intriguing tension of a memorial format that at once sought to chart the political affiliations of 

Rome’s partisans as well as communicate historical memory of the Italian Resistance to future 

generations. In other words, by first reconstructing the provisional context that prompted the 

plaques’ creation, we can better grasp the intended function of these plaques as a permanent means 

to historicize the antifascist Resistance. Ultimately, the Fosse Ardeatine memorial plaques are an 

 
169 I first made an information request to Rome’s Municipal Coordinating Office for Commemorative Plaques 
(Ufficio Coordinamento Targhe Commemorative). In collaboration with their colleagues at Rome’s Territorial 
Superintendence Office (Ufficio Territoriale di Sovrintendenza), they compiled a list of the inscription, location, and 
dates (if known) of 71 plaques to Fosse Ardeatine victims. Importantly, however, this list was not exhaustive given 
the frequent placement of such plaques by extrainstitutional entities. Though the municipal offices had managed to 
trace a large number of the plaques placed by extrainstitutional actors after the war, I cross-referenced this list with 
Giuseppe Mogavero’s survey of Rome’s Resistance plaques I muri ricordano: La Resistenza a Roma attraverso le 
epigrafi (1943-1945), as well as the online repository of historical plaques and markers throughout Rome,“Rerum 
Romanarum.” Through these cross-references as well as personal discoveries of previously uncatalogued plaques, I 
found an additional 24 plaques for a total of 95 overall. 
170 I also elected not to include here plaques placed at victims’ birthplaces in cities and regions outside of Rome. 
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incredibly useful metric in gauging early attitudes on how both the Italian Resistance and 

Nazifascist aggression ought to be historically remembered by future generations. 

Political Commemoration in a Provisional Context 

The tense and transitional circumstances in Rome following Liberation prompted the 

strong proliferation of Resistance plaques. Rome’s city walls were frequently used as platforms 

for popular dissent both during and after Nazifascist occupation. For example, poignant graffiti 

was created in response to the Allied bombings of Rome’s San Lorenzo neighborhood in the 

summer of 1943. Though intended to disrupt the city’s railway communications, the Allied 

bombings of San Lorenzo cumulatively resulted in anywhere between 1,600 to 3,200 civilian 

deaths and sparked immense controversies as Rome’s supposed liberators were in fact causing 

mass casualties. The city’s conflicted response to the Allied actions is typified by graffiti painted 

atop San Lorenzo’s crumbling buildings which had themselves become a testament to the bombs’ 

destruction. One such example proclaims the destruction as “the work of the liberators” in a clear 

critique of the Allied bombs [Fig. 37]. Another example that remained intact all the way through 

the 1990s instead attributed the ruins to “the inheritance of Fascism” so as to remind viewers that 

Mussolini’s regime was ultimately responsible for the tragedies of Occupation [Fig. 38].171 These 

efforts are an important reminder that Rome’s Resistance activity took on many forms besides 

 
171 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 52.  
Even today though that long-standing graffiti has now been removed, the local antifascist collective “Libera 
Repubblica di San Lorenzo” has since placed a commemorative marker which states that, “[t]he importance of that 
text went beyond its immediate message: the Allies destroyed the neighborhood, but San Lorenzo knew who the real 
enemies were. If that building was destroyed, the responsibility lay with the Regime.” Originally: “L’importanza di 
quella scritta andava oltre il messaggio immediate: a distruggere il quartiere sono stati gli Alleati, ma San Lorenzo 
sapeva chi erano i veri nemici. Se quel palazzo era distrutto, la responsabilità era del regime.” 
171 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 233. 
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violent action and included expressions of dissent against both the Fascist regime and Nazi 

occupiers.  

Another film still from Giorni di gloria reveals that similar efforts were also geared 

towards commemorating the Fosse Ardeatine. Within the film, viewers see an example of painted 

white graffiti that consists of a monogram of two overlapping V’s (to symbolize the expression 

“viva”) followed by a written dedication to the victims of the Fosse Ardeatine [Fig. 39]. When 

combined, the graffiti reads, “long live the fallen of March 24.” This film still also shows physical 

evidence of multiple flyers that had been placed on the city walls as well. Though their text is 

indiscernible in the film still, the political nature of their contents is irrefutable.172 During Rome’s 

pre- and post-Liberation period, political propaganda was extensively communicated through 

public and anonymous formats such as flyers, leaflets, and clandestine press. Given the across-the-

board censorship of all press outlets in the city (besides the Vatican’s “Osservatore Romano” 

newspaper), popular dissent necessarily took to the walls.  

Portelli has also relayed a phenomenon whereby handwritten labels were affixed atop street 

signs in order to rename them for victims of the Fosse Ardeatine. Tellingly, a street named for the 

monarchy, via Savoia, was informally retitled after Armando Bussi (though the handwritten sign 

was quickly removed by police).173 These publicly placed demonstrations of popular dissent and 

political tension contributed to the strongly felt need among the victim families, neighbors, and 

political allies to commemorate the Fosse Ardeatine directly within Rome’s urban fabric by a more 

 
172 For instance, a PCI flyer conserved in the Gramsci Foundation’s Archivi della Resistenza entitled “Eternal Glory 
to Rome’s Martyrs” explicitly called for revolt against both “the German oppressor and Fascist traitors” in memory 
of the martyrs of the Fosse Ardeatine.172 References to the violence of the Nazi executioners as “German barbarism” 
and “the lead of the oppressor” as well as to the victims as “generous martyrs for Liberty” whose blood “need not be 
shed in vain” set precedents for the subsequent phrasing of later plaques in the coming months and years. 
“Gloria eterna ai martiri di Roma,” Partito Comunista Italiano Flyer, March 1944, no. 19, Archivi della Resistenza: 
Fondazione Gramsci, https://tinyurl.com/mrycb4p6. “all’oppressore tedesco e ai traditori fascisti!” “della barbarie 
tedesca,” “il piombo dell’oppressore,” “generosi martiri della libertà,” “non deve essere stato versato invano.” 
173 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 233. 
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lasting, though still decentralized, mechanism. As Schwarz has written of the early flare in plaque 

production following Liberation,  

these [plaques] also originated from the experience that had brought politics to the walls. 
In the biennial from 1943-1945 two types of language overlapped with increasing 
frequency, that of mourning and that of political propaganda, which would go on to 
influence both postwar commemorative practices and political communications in the long 
term. It is this mix, and their underlying pedagogical content, that explains why people 
preferred to remember the fallen in the living heart of the city rather than in cemeteries.174  
 

Not only could small-scale plaques produce a different type of viewer interaction than a stand-

alone monument, the plaques also communicated commemoration through an explicitly political 

and ideological framework that would have been inconceivable at the Mausoleo delle Fosse 

Ardeatine. Cooke has pointed out a widespread perception among the far left that, “the topos of 

‘unity,’ [was] a concept that flew in the face of the fact that the Second World War was, above all, 

an ideological conflict.”175 Whereas the Italian Resistance was in reality composed of multiple 

(and at times competing) communist factions, the Mausoleo had “nationalized [the victims’] 

various political, cultural, and religious experiences in a symbolic unicum of national unity.”176 

So, the party identifications of the massacre’s victims thus became the primary focus of politically 

commissioned plaques as a means to correct the intentional omission of the victims’ and political 

affiliations at the Mausoleo. 

Two memorial plaques erected for Silvio Barbieri, an architect and member of the Partito 

Comunista Italiano, respectively illustrate this emphasis. The first example was commissioned 

 
174 Schwarz, “La morte e la patria: L’Italia e i difficili lutti della seconda guerra mondiale,” 568. “esse originino 
anche dall'esperienza che aveva portato la politica sui muri. Nel biennio 1943-1945 si vennero a sovrapporre con 
una frequenza crescente due tipi di linguaggi, quello del lutto e quello della propaganda politica, ne sarebbero state 
influenzate a lungo sia le pratiche commemorative che la comunicazione politica del dopoguerra. Sono questa 
commisstione, ed il soggiacente intento pedagogico, che spiegano perchè si preferisse ricordare i caduti nel cuore 
vivo delle città piuttosto che nei cimeteri.”  
175 Cooke, The Legacy of the Italian Resistance, 94. 
176 “eliminava l’individualità delle vittime e nazionalizzava le varie esperienze politiche, culturali, religiose in un 
unicum simbolico dell’unità nazionale.” 208 
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outside the Esquiline neighborhood’s former PCI chapter at via Sommelier 12 [Fig. 40]. Its written 

dedication is flanked by a photographic portrait tile of Barbieri (akin to the tombstone portrait tiles 

in Italian cemeteries) on one side and a PCI flag on the other. The combined use of both a funerary 

portrait and a political flag commemorated Barbieri through a dual framework of personal 

mourning and political posterity. Similarly, another plaque outside of Barbieri’s former family 

home on via Anton Giulio Barrili was again commissioned by his party comrades, or self-described 

“fellow believers” [Fig. 41].177 While the plaque’s rounded upper crest explicitly recalls the shape 

of a tombstone, its upper register is dominated by a monumental rendition of the PCI’s hammer, 

sickle, and star logo. Each of Barbieri’s plaques contain formal elements reminiscent of funerary 

commemoration, yet their primary emphasis remains on Barbieri’s political affiliation as is 

communicated through their iconography, location, commission, and written dedications.178 

In his writings on grassroots commemoration, Santino has defined public memorialization 

as falling along a continuum between commemoration and social activism. In Santino’s own 

words, “to greater and lesser extents depending on the types of memorializations and the 

circumstances of their creation, acts and objects of public memory both refer to known persons 

and events, and propose attitudes, social positions, and social actions regarding those deaths and 

the circumstances that caused them.”179 Hajek has made a similar argument, this time specifically 

related to Resistance plaques, in that such memorials are “a political gesture of public memory, 

created not just as a place of commemoration but in order to inspire future struggles.”180 Thus 

whereas the primary aim of the spontaneous shrines was immediate mourning, memorial plaques 

 
177 “Compagni di fede.” 
178 These plaques are most frequently referred to in the Italian scholarship not as “targhe” (plaques), but as “lapidi” 
or tombstones. This reveals how commemorative plaques were simultaneously conceptualized as grave markers as 
well as historical markers. 
179 Santino, “Between Commemoration and Social Activism,” 97. 
180 Hajek, Negotiating Memories of Protest in Western Europe: The Case of Italy, 153. 
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inscribed the victims’ deaths in explicitly political and performative terms to inspire future 

activism.  

This performative messaging reflects an awareness on the part of the plaque’s 

commissioners that an inscribed stone plaque would eventually communicate with future 

generations. As Parisella describes, “[h]aving the memory engrained in marble was meant to 

guarantee that it would not be lost.”181 The awareness of a plaque’s permanence is evidenced not 

only by their frequent dedication to “perennial memory,” but also by their explicit allusion to the 

memorial’s enduring materiality. For example, a plaque was dedicated to the railway worker 

Michele Bolgia in Tiburtina Station by his former coworkers who “wanted to consecrate [his 

name] in this marble.” 182 This emphasis on marble’s materiality recalls Puccio-Den’s earlier cited 

argument that permanent memorial formats operate according to a ‘remembrance system’ as 

opposed to an ephemeral ‘emotional system.’ There are of course exceptions to this rule in that 

some commemorative plaques reference the victim in more personal terms. For instance, a plaque 

to Domenico Jaforte commissioned by his nephew Cesare which refers to Jaforte not only by his 

full name but also his nickname “Menicuccio” or “Little Domenico.” Still, the material and 

experiential function of an inscribed stone plaque ultimately inspires the use of a performative 

messaging for future generations to continue the antifascist struggle for which the Fosse Ardeatine 

victims sacrificed themselves.  

The plaques’ honorific language reflects the instrumentalization of the massacre’s victims 

as performative models intended to inspire future political action. Though some recurrent phrases 

could be culled from Mancini’s plaque, several other standard tropes were used to describe the 

 
181 Parisella, “Presentazione,” 13. “Averne inciso il ricordo nel marmo voleva essere una garanzia che esso non 
andasse perduto.” 
182 “I compagni di lavoro della Stazione Tiburtina hanno volute consacrare in questo marmo…” 
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victims and the significance of their death. The plaque’s honoree is most frequently referenced as 

a “fallen victim” who “fell in the struggle against Nazifascism.” Many also describe the victims as 

martyrs whose death was a sacrifice for “the liberty and honor of the homeland.”183 Additionally, 

if the victim has been awarded any medals of honor those are typically specified in the plaque as 

well. From their very inception, these plaques were thus intended to communicate across 

generations how the Fosse Ardeatine victims had sacrificed themselves for the freedom of the 

plaque’s current reader. Some plaques make this messaging even more explicit by calling out 

directly to the reader. For instance, one group plaque for victims from the Partito d’Azione requests 

“that their sacrifice was not in vain,” while another calls for “shame on the forgetful.”184 These 

respective inscriptions communicate not only the need to remember the Fosse Ardeatine victims’ 

sacrifice, but also to fight for the continuation of the democratic ideals for which they died.  

The ways in which the massacre’s perpetrators are described in early Resistance plaques is 

another telling metric for postwar attitudes to Occupation. Not all plaques specify a perpetrator 

and instead simply describe the individual as having fallen at the Fosse Ardeatine. When early 

postwar plaques do, however, specify culpability their word choice reflects differing opinions on 

those responsible for the events of Occupation. Of the Fosse Ardeatine plaques placed between 

1944-1950, ten describe the perpetrators as “Nazi” or “German,” three relate the perpetrators as 

exclusively “Fascist,” and 32 attribute the massacre as “Nazifascist.”185 The number of plaques 

which reference the perpetrator as either partly or solely Fascist thereby outnumbered those which 

refer to the enemy as purely German by over a three to one ratio. These linguistic differences are 

 
183 These phrases are not derived from any single plaque but are instead those which recur with notable frequency 
and only slight variations across the memorial plaques to the Fosse Ardeatine victims. The original text: “caduto 
vittima,” “cadde nella lotta contro il nazifascismo,” “la libertà e l’onore della patria.” 
184 The first PdA group plaque is located at Largo di Porta Cavalleggeri 1 and reads; “che il loro sacrificio non sia 
stato vano.” The second is located on Viale Castrense and reads; “vergogna agli immemori.” 
185 The examples included in this sampling date between 1944 and 1950, though the majority in this sample were 
created between 1945 and 1947. 
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not neutral but instead reflect an explicit ideological stance on the part of the group that has 

commissioned the plaque. For instance, the PdA emphasized that “the civil war was the most 

important part of the resistance, not the war against the Germans. By denying that the enemies 

were—in part—also Italian, the resistance created problems in terms of the transmission of 

memory.” 186 Differential treatments of the war as either a “Liberation” from Nazi occupiers or a 

civil war that was also geared towards expelling the internal Fascist enemy has indeed had lasting 

repercussions.  

In more recent historiography, the singular emphasis on German culpability is referred to 

as the “cattivo tedesco” and “bravo italiano” paradigm, which plays into the popular narrative of 

the Italians as the “brava gente” or “good people” during the war. In essence, a singular emphasis 

on German culpability for the tragedies of WWII does not meaningfully reconcile Italy’s Fascist 

past and legacy. Nazi massacres such as the Fosse Ardeatine support this paradigm by having a 

clear German perpetrator and Italian victim. But this dichotomy obscures the frequent reality 

wherein many of the victims at the Fosse Ardeatine were either captured by Italian police and 

Fascist militias or were held in prisons such as Regina Coeli which at that period were jointly run 

by Nazi soldiers and “SS Italiane.”  

Over time the rejection of Italian Fascist culpability in the events of World War II has 

become even more pronounced and is reflected bythe shifting language of the Fosse Ardeatine 

plaques.187 Compared with the over three to one ratio of early postwar plaques which referenced 

Nazifascist culpability rather than sole German responsibility, five of the seven plaques honoring 

the Fosse Ardeatine victims in Rome erected since the early 1980s reference the massacre’s 

 
186 Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory, 148. 
187 Though the production of Fosse Ardeatine plaques lessened after their immediate postwar boom, a continued, 
albeit scaled down, production of memorial plaques has always continued. 
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perpetrators as exclusively German.188 A telling illustration of this shift is the difference between 

an early postwar plaque placed outside of the home of former opera singer Nicola Stame at via dei 

Volsci 101 and a much more recent plaque for Stame approved in October 1999 outside of Rome’s 

Opera House. While the postwar plaque references Stame’s affiliation with the Movimento 

Comunista Italiano and his fight “against Nazifascism,” the new plaque vaguely describes Stame’s 

persecution “for the coherence of his ideas” and execution “by Nazi ferocity.”189 The new plaque 

at once more abstractly references Stame’s communist ideology and shifts culpability from 

Nazifascism to the Nazi occupier.190  

But sometimes the textual and visual communications of Fosse Ardeatine plaques were at 

odds with one another. For instance, a group plaque for the fallen Fosse Ardeatine victims and 

PdA party members of Rome’s former 6th zone describes how the victims fell during “the 

clandestine struggle against German oppression, redeeming the Italian conscience, from Nazi-

fascist enslavement” [Fig. 42].191 This dedication clearly implicates not only German occupation 

but also the mainstream acceptance of Nazi-fascist ideologies among the Italian people. But 

ironically, while the dedications of PdA plaques explicitly criticized Nazifascism, their visual and 

graphic language often communicated otherwise. Schwarz claims that, “antifascist forces, parties, 

and leftist organizations had demonstrated to neither possess, nor know how to create and propose 

to the masses a new graphic language…”192 In other words, Resistance plaques occasionally fell 

 
188 Of the nine Fosse Ardeatine plaques that can be securely dated to after that postwar boom, only four refer to the 
enemy as Nazifascist and two of which date from 1954. 
189 “per la coerenza delle sue idee,” “dalla ferocia nazista.” 
190 Similarly, the distinction between the innocent Italian and the German perpetrator is even more evident in a 2010 
plaque on via delle Quattro Fontane. This plaque commemorates the site where ten Italian citizens (who were not 
partisans but nearby civilians) were “gathered up by the Nazi occupiers” near via Rasella on the day of the GAP 
attack and subsequently executed at the Fosse Ardeatine. 
191 “la lotta clandestina contro l’oppressione tedesca, riscattando la coscienza italiana, dal servaggio nazi-fascista” 
192 Schwarz, “La morte e la patria: L’Italia e i difficili lutti della seconda guerra mondiale,” 571. “le forze 
antifasciste, i partiti e le organizzazione di sinistra avevano dimostrato di non possedere, di non saper creare e di non 
saper proporre alle masse un nuovo linguaggio grafico…” 



65 
 

back on some of the graphic conventions associated with Fascist liturgical traditions. Namely, 

three-dimensional, monumental inscriptions were an essential component of Fascist public 

architecture (as on the Mausoleo Ossario Garibaldino in Figure 17). This bastone sans-serif font 

with its “twin connotations of clarity and brutality…”193 was an at once highly legible and 

distinctly modern innovation that came to be indelibly associated with the regime’s aesthetic 

paradigm. This is true also of a similar PdA group plaque also placed in 1945 seen in Figure 43. 

Though the sans-serif font in these plaques is not precisely that which was officially used by the 

regime, its aesthetic parallel with Fascist epigraphic inscriptions is undeniable. These PdA 

plaques’ citations of Fascist visual culture were of not only of a graphic but also of a symbolic 

order. Each plaque is topped by an icon of the PdA party symbol, the liberty flame which for years 

prior had been the symbol of the Fascist cult of martyrs. The ‘flame of the Fascist revolution’ 

whose spiritual light was sustained by ‘the blood of our fallen,’ was both a symbolic (and at times 

literal) tool used to communicate the sacrifice of Fascist martyrs.194  

Thus, this chapter ends in much the same place as Chapter Two. The construction of a 

newly antifascist liturgy was not an overnight reversal of twenty years of the Fascist regime’s 

centralized secular religion. Early postwar plaques reveal the ways in which not only the Italian 

State but also individual parties struggled to construct a historical memory of antifascist Resistance 

early on. In the end, the Resistance did become canonically incorporated as the foundation myth 

of the Italian State in the 1960s and 1970s. But the next chapter will instead pick up from the 

1990s, when concerted attacks against Resistance memory sparked a newfound need for grassroots 

efforts of memorialization. 

 
193 Tim Benton, “Epigraphy and Fascism,” Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies. Supplement, no. 75 (2000): 
167. 
194 Emilio Gentile, “Fascism as Political Religion,” Journal of Contemporary History 25, no. 2/3 (1990): 240. 
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4. Historical Revisionism and Commemorative Activism Since 

the 1990s 

In 1993, Enzo Lunari published a cartoon in Cuore magazine entitled “Vecchietti” 

which depicts two elderly men reminiscing in front of a plaque honoring a childhood friend of 

theirs who died in the Resistance [Fig. 44]. The plaque has a dilapidated wreath beneath and 

reads, “here lived Barzanò Ciro 1911-1943, he sacrificed his life for a better Italy.” In contrast 

to the honorific language of the plaque, the elderly men instead remember how he was always 

made fun of as a boy. Following up on the preceding chapter’s overview of the early lives of 

Resistance plaques, the resonance of this commemorative format has undeniably faded over 

time. For instance, Robert Hariman and John Lucaites have described the tendency for public 

memorials to become “unseen or unappreciated because it becomes overly familiar and set too 

far above the private concerns of the individuals passing by in their day-to-day routines.”195 

The parodied, abstract language of the Resistance plaque in Lunari’s cartoon is a commentary 

on the divide between the standardized, laudatory rhetoric of partisan sacrifice by opposition 

to colloquial expressions of mourning. The exalted rhetoric of Resistance plaques is frequently 

out-of-touch with passersby who no longer have personal associations with, or memory of, the 

fallen.  

Lunari’s cartoon has already been reproduced in Cooke’s book The Legacy of the 

Italian Resistance as a means to illustrate the collapse of the historical legacy of the Italian 

 
195 Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public Culture, and 
Liberal Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 102. Cited in Christopher J. Gilbert, “If This 
Statue Could Talk: Statuary Satire in the Pasquinade Tradition,” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 18, no. 1 (2015): 
100. 
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Resistance in the 1990s.196 As Gundle has succinctly stated, by the 1990s “something in the 

Resistance tradition has broken down.”197 The 1960s and 1970s marked the peak of the official 

commemoration of the Resistance. But the canonical incorporation of Resistance memory as a 

legitimizing tool of the Italian center-left came increasingly under fire in the 1980s and 

particularly in the 1990s. This discursive shift is reflected in the flagging nature of Resistance 

commemoration over time. From the later 1980s into the early 1990s, the construction of new 

Resistance monuments stalled and there was a markedly stale resonance of the established 

commemorative rituals. For decades the Mausoleo’s annual ceremony for the anniversary of 

the Fosse Ardeatine consisted of religious officials reciting the names of the 335 victims, a 

formal apparatus which over time became “increasingly stale and predictable.”198 The pomp 

and circumstance allotted to the 40th anniversary commemoration at the Mausoleo delle Fosse 

Ardeatine was instead followed by a comparatively simple ceremonial apparatus for the 50th 

anniversary in 1994.199 

Foot has argued that when the official memory of Nazi massacres in Italy began coming 

under fire in the 1980s, this “led to a crisis of public memory, with a collapse of the legitimation 

afforded to the usual ceremonies. There were calls for plaques to be altered, for new 

monuments to be erected, for changes to the public memory linked to these events.”200 Yet an 

unforeseen shift in the memory of the Fosse Ardeatine occurred in 1996 with the controversial 

court trials of a former SS captain involved in the executions which catapulted the Fosse 

Ardeatine back to national attention. The Priebke trials “themselves became part of the 

collective memory of the massacre,” particularly given that the statute of limitations caused 

him to be initially found “guilty but not punishable” which sparked a wave of public outrage.201 

 
196 Cooke, The Legacy of the Italian Resistance, 150. 
197 Gundle, “The ‘civic religion’ of the Resistance in post-war Italy,” 114. 
198 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 132. 
199 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 133. 
200 Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory, 131. 
201 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 134. 
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Following retrial in an appeals court in 1998, Priebke was ultimately denied recourse and 

sentenced to life imprisonment.202 Though Priebke’s court trial was not the first time someone 

responsible for the Fosse Ardeatine massacre had been tried in court. Clifford writes that, “[i]n 

the prevailing political climate…with mounting demands for a ‘reconciliation’ that would put 

wartime grievances aside, Priebke’s trial became the subject of a charged debate.”203 So though 

Priebke was a catalyst for media attention towards the Fosse Ardeatine, there were already 

strong currents in the country’s prevailing political climate which amplified the divisiveness 

of the public response. 

The early 1990s in Italy have become indelibly associated with the tangentopoli 

corruption scandals and the mani pulite investigation that ultimately culminated in the 

dissolution of Italy’s First Republic in 1994. The unraveling of Italy’s traditional party system 

meant that every political party with historic ties to the Italian Resistance had dissolved. As 

such, Clifford describes how, “[w] ith the collapse and transformation of these parties, anti-

fascism lost much of its power as a unifying political myth.”204 Italy’s political scene was 

instead newly characterized by a center right coalition united under Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza 

Italia. Berlusconi’s alliance included Umberto Bossi’s Lega Nord and Gianfranco Fini’s 

Alleanza Nazionale (formerly the Movimento Sociale Italiano, a postwar party with explicitly 

Fascist historical roots). A leading political coalition without historical ties to antifascism was 

without precedent in Italy since the war and thus precipitated a political use of Resistance 

memory never seen previously.205 Berlusconi’s coalition ultimately contested the viability of 

 
202 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 134. 
203 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 134. Herbert Kappler had, for example, been sentenced to life 
imprisonment in 1948 only to later escape from a Roman prison hospital in 1977. 
204 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 132. 
205 Filippo Focardi, “Antifascism and the Resistance: Public Debate and Politics of Memory in Italy from the 
1990s to the Present,” in Rethinking Antifascism: History, Memory and Politics, 1922 to the Present, ed. Hugo 
García, Mercedes Yusta, Xavier Tabet, and Cristina Clímaco, 1st ed., (Berghahn Books, 2016), 261. 
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antifascism as the foundation of the Italian Republic and as a unifying framework for national 

identity.206  

Historiographic contestations also gained traction at this time. Most famously, in 1991 

Claudio Pavone reframed the Italian Resistance as three simultaneous efforts—a class war, a 

civil war, and a war of Liberation—and spawned a subsequent wave of scholarship in 

response.207 Until this point, the center left had exclusively framed the period from 1943 to 

1945 as a war of national Liberation led by partisan forces and knowingly supported by the 

majority of the Italian population. This narrative fostered an image of the enemy as primarily 

German and with few Fascist allies.208 Yet this framework obfuscates the internal Fascist 

enemy, the split between active and inactive sides of the Italian population, the divided 

ideologies across partisan bands, and ultimately assuages guilt surrounding Italy’s Fascist past 

without significantly reckoning with the complex legacy of Mussolini’s regime.209 

It was within this context that the Fosse Ardeatine massacre resumed center stage 

following the controversial Priebke trials. Interestingly, the increasing contestation of the 

Italian State’s official paradigm of the Resistance engendered a new wave of performative 

engagement with preexisting Fosse Ardeatine memorials as well as the creation of new forms 

of grassroots memorialization. Frequently, Resistance memorials are now the sites and stages 

for instantiations of counter-memory that vary from vandalism, to bureaucratic blockage, to 

the downright destruction of Fosse Ardeatine memorials. Ironically, these acts of counter-

memory have unintentionally sparked the resurgence of positive iterations of grassroots 

commemoration for the Fosse Ardeatine. In recent years, ethical commemoration of the Fosse 

Ardeatine has increasingly evolved into a form of contemporary antifascist activism. New 

methods of memorializing the Fosse Ardeatine victims such as the so-called stumbling stones 

 
206 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 133. 
207 Pezzino, “The Italian resistance between history and memory,” 396. 
208 Pezzino, “The Italian resistance between history and memory,” 397. 
209 Pezzino, “The Italian resistance between history and memory,” 401. 
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or pietre d’inciampo campaign and a large-scale mural portrait of Fosse Ardeatine victim 

Enrico Mancini have also been adapted as a means to counter the flagging reception of 

Resistance memorials over time. 

Vandalism and Counter-Memory 

Since the political turbulence of the 1990s, public monuments to the Fosse Ardeatine 

have become sites of recurrent vandalism and rhetorical critique. To better understand the 

underlying motivations behind the vandalism of Resistance monuments and memorials, I turn 

to Christopher J. Gilbert’s article “If This Statue Could Talk: Statuary Satire in the Pasquinade 

Tradition.” 210 Though Gilbert’s focus is on Rome’s longstanding practice of posting satirical 

critiques to the city’s public or “talking” statues, his points about the motivations behind 

anonymous critiques in rhetorically charged public spaces are relevant to the present 

considerations. First, Gilbert notes the “rhetorical materiality” of public statuary as a 

“commemorative figure” which evolves into “not simply an object per se but rather a locus of 

activity.” 211 Ironically enough it is acts of vandalism that reignite interest and attention to 

public statuary. As Gilbert describes, vandalism and defacement bring public monuments “into 

rhetorical being by leaving temporary traces of political tension…”212 Further, acts of 

defacement become all the more significant when criticizing something that has assumed a 

canonical position in a rhetorical tradition.213 Critiques of established commemorative and 

rhetorical traditions thereby assume the status of counter-memory. 

One such example related to Fosse Ardeatine commemoration occurred in 2008 when 

two side-by-side plaques for the victims Luigi Pierantoni and Raffaele Zicconi were vandalized 

 
210 Christopher J. Gilbert, “If This Statue Could Talk: Statuary Satire in the Pasquinade Tradition,” Rhetoric and 
Public Affairs 18, no. 1 (2015): 79–112. 
211 Gilbert, “If This Statue Could Talk,” 83. 
212 Gilbert, “If This Statue Could Talk,” 96. 
213 Gilbert, “If This Statue Could Talk,” 92. 
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in Rome’s Trieste neighborhood [Fig. 45].214 The dedicatory inscriptions of the plaques 

themselves were not only obscured by black spray paint, so too the vandals graffitied an 

homage to Mussolini’s Northern Italian puppet state, the Republic of Salò or RSI, accompanied 

by a Celtic cross. Though cleaned shortly thereafter by the municipality, the techniques 

required to remove the spray paint left the plaques practically illegible. It was then on the 

anniversary of the Fosse Ardeatine in 2011 that two new marble plaques were placed on the 

site identical to the originals—only this time several feet higher so as to evade future vandalism 

[Fig. 46].215 The new plaques even retain the original dedications by the Partito d’Azione in 

what has now become a fascinating interplay of original grassroots commemoration with a 

much later official restitution.  

As Hajek has argued, counter-memories constructed by the radical right in  

Italy are often motivated by “what they probably experienced as a dominant left-wing 

memory…at the expense of memories of violence perpetrated by left-wing aggressors.”216 This 

assessment is particularly true of the Trieste example given that the vandals have 

instrumentalized the historical commemoration of one massacre to call attention to the lacking 

commemoration of another. More specifically, historical memory of World War II has long 

omitted reference to the massacre of Italians in the former RSI territories of Istria, Fiume, and 

Dalmazia by Jugoslavian parisans. These killings occurred in forced labor camps as well as in 

the sinkholes or foibe common to that terrain. Calls to remember the foibe have increased in 

fervor following Alleanza Nazionale’s sponsorship of February 10 as the “Giorno del Ricordo” 

or “Day of Memory” for the foibe which was ultimately approved by Parliament in 2004.217 

Focardi argues that, “[t]his act introduced the memory of the Foibe massacres into the public 

 
214 La Repubblica, “Roma: scritte naziste su lapidi delle Fosse Ardeatine,” September 13, 2008, 
https://www.repubblica.it/2006/05/gallerie/cronaca/scritte-naziste/1.html.  
215 Roma Today, “Piazza Ledro: ricollocate le targhe dei martiri delle fosse Ardeatine,” March 24, 2011, 
https://www.romatoday.it/zone/parioli/trieste/targhe-pierantoni-zicconi-piazza-ledro.html.  
216 Hajek, Negotiating Memories of Protest in Western Europe: The Case of Italy, 115. 
217 Focardi, “Antifascism and the Resistance,” 265. 
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consciousness, one of the cornerstones of the neo-fascist memory,” and goes on to describe the 

anti-Resistance tone of its celebration.218  

It is true that Resistence memory ought to accommodate the uglier realities of armed 

Liberation that cannot fit within an absolute, honorific framework of partisan activity . But the 

concerted attacks against the Resistance in the 1990s make it difficult to incorporate nuanced 

approaches to partisan violence given the necessarily defensive stance taken to protect 

Resistance memory. Ultimately, the right-wing insistence on commemorating the foibe is yet 

another example of historical reconciliationism. The foibe have become instrumentalized “as 

counterpoints to any suggestion of fascist violence,” without contextually considering Italy’s 

prior occupation of Jugoslavia or warcrimes being committed by Italians during this same 

period.219 So too this phenomenon reveals an unfortunate effect of Pavone’s aforementioned 

reconceptualization of the Resistance as a civil war. This civil war framework is now often 

used “to claim ‘equalisation’ between fascists and antifascists by disregarding the radically 

different reasons and ideals for which they had fought.”220 Historical reconciliationists 

ultimately argue that both sides were fighting for their respective, patriotic ideals for the Italian 

nation.221 As this example of recent vandalism reveals, the desecration of Fosse Ardeatine 

plaques often has little to do with the victims themselves. The plaques have instead become 

rhetorically abstracted as stand-ins for the prevalence of left-wing commemoration as a whole 

whereby their defacement disavows the perceived antifascist monopolization of WWII 

memory.  

 
218 Focardi, “Antifascism and the Resistance,” 265. 
Alleanza Nazionale deliberately sought to parallel January 27th as the “Giorno della Memoria,” established in 
2000 as a day in honor of all of the victims of the Holocaust. This deliberate parallel sought to equate the crimes 
committed by Jugoslavian partisans against Italian civilians with the mass ethnic cleansings of the Holocaust. 
219 Focardi, “Antifascism and the Resistance,” 259, 265. 
220 Focardi, “Antifascism and the Resistance,” 262. 
221 Cooke, The Legacy of the Italian Resistance, 160. 
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Ironically, however, it is these acts of vandalism which most effectively reignite 

sympathy and attention towards commemorative monuments and public plaques. Brazen acts 

of counter-memory speak to contemporary audiences and elicit a recognition of the continued 

necessity of Resistance plaques. Young has described how, “[e]vents that occurred in another 

time seem increasingly to belong to another world altogether. Only a deliberate act of memory 

could reconnect them, reinfuse the sites with a sense of their historical past.”222 I believe this 

logic applies not only to sympathetic performances of memory, but also antithetic acts of 

counter-memory. The fact that these memorials are now the frequent subjects of vandalism 

reveals that they do in fact have an enduring symbolic power. If they were not effectively 

communicating an honorific message of Resistance commemoration to their audience, then 

these plaques would not be the subject of contemporary critique. 

As compared with the stale resonance of the Resistance plaque satirically treated in 

Lunari’s cartoon [Fig. 44], acts of counter-memory have managed to unify the antifascist left 

in unprecedented ways. For instance, official Resistance narratives were increasingly contested 

within antifascist activist circles in the 1980s who argued that the Resistance had lost its 

original revolutionary charge over time. Yet the many critiques levelled from within 

communist and antifascist circles over the myth of Resistance unity came to an abrupt halt in 

the 1990s following the concerted rise of historical revisionism from Italy’s “New Right.”223 

Filippo Focardi has pointed out how “[i]n response to the right-wing offensive against the 

Resistance, a vigorous defence of antifascism as a founding principle of the Italian Republic 

has been mounted since the mid-1990s.”224 In other words, the institutional Right’s political 

rhetoric of historical reconciliation paired with the attempted creation of counter-memory by 

anonymous vandals cemented the image of the Resistance as again under attack and in need of 

 
222 Young, The Texture of Memory, 119. 
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defending. The revolutionary spirit that many on the far left felt had been wrongly removed 

from official, sanitized Resistance memory had returned.  

Take as an example when the commemorative wreath beneath 24-year-old Fosse 

Ardeatine victim Lido Duranti’s plaque in Acilia was burned on the eve of Liberation Day on 

April 25, 2020. This act of arson left the plaque illegible and irreparably damaged [Fig. 47]. 

Municipal Secretary Marco Possanzini lamented that, “[t]oday more than ever, in an era 

characterized by attempts at revisionism and the undoing of historical truth, keeping alive the 

ideals of the Liberation struggle is a civil and moral duty, especially for younger 

generations.”225 A similar reaction followed the overnight robbery in 2018 of twenty of Rome’s 

commemorative pietre d’inciampo or “stumbling stones” (to be discussed in more detail 

below).226 Placed in honor of the Di Castro and Di Consiglio families—seven of whom had 

been executed at the Fosse Ardeatine—images of these stolen stones circulated through the 

media as a poignant visualization of continued antisemitism in Rome. That evening hundreds 

of people bearing flowers and candles gathered at the site for a moment of silence and an 

epigraphic poem from Primo Levi’s autobiographical account of Auschwitz, Se questo è un 

uomo, was attached to the protective netting around where the stolen stones formerly lay [Fig. 

48].227  

 
225 Luisa Mosello, “Roma, incendiata la lapide del partigiano Lido Duranti trucidato alle Fosse Ardeatine,” La 
Stampa, April 25, 2020, https://www.lastampa.it/cronaca/2020/04/25/news/roma-incendiata-la-lapide-del-
partigiano-lido-duranti-trucidato-alle-fosse-ardeatine-1.38762321/. “Oggi più che mai, in un'epoca caratterizzata 
da tentativi di revisionismo e scomposizione della verità storica, mantenere vivi gli ideali della lotta di 
Liberazione è un dovere civile e morale, soprattutto verso le giovani generazioni.” 
226 Laura Barbuscia, “Roma, Monti: rubate 20 pietre d'inciampo dedicate a vittime della Shoah. Zevi: ‘Atto 
criminale,’” La Repubblica, December 10, 2018, 
https://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2018/12/10/news/roma_monti_rubate_20_pietre_d_inciampo_dedicate_alla_f
amiglia_di_consiglio-213896119/.  
227 Barbuscia, “Roma, Monti: rubate 20 pietre d'inciampo dedicate a vittime della Shoah.” 
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Grassroots Commemoration as Antifascist Activism 

While the period from the 1960s through the 1980s marked the peak of official 

Resistance memory and monument construction, it was also characterized by a lull in 

grassroots commemoration of the Fosse Ardeatine. Antifascist efforts towards grassroots 

memorialization during this period were instead primarily made to honor the many casualties 

of the sinistra extraparlamentare during the anni di piombo.228 Yet once Resistance memory 

again came under attack, a renewed need for grassroots memorials arose. Increasingly, memory 

wars are both the symptom and the cause of a growing distinction of ethical commemoration 

of the Resistance and the Fosse Ardeatine not only as a moral duty but also as a form of 

contemporary antifascist activism. While this chapter has thus far covered several examples of 

the restoration of Resistance memorials against acts of vandalism, the question remains of what 

proactive rather than reactive iterations of grassroots commemoration have been enacted to 

honor the Fosse Ardeatine in recent years. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, one grassroots initiative used to positively commemorate the 

Resistance is the placement of plaques at historically important though somehow unmarked 

sites. These initiatives are not always met with automatic approval—as was the case for a 

bureaucratic battle that transpired over the placement of a plaque outside of a former torture 

prison in Rome. In the Esquiline neighborhood, there are two former torture prisons where 

political partisans were detained during Rome’s occupation at via Tasso and the Pensione 

Oltremare. As Portelli describes, via Tasso is “a street name in Rome that still signifies fear…” 

and has been marked by a commemorative plaque since 1945 and has been the home of Rome’s 

Liberation Museum since 1955. Yet the same resonance and recognition is not true of the 

nearby Pensione Oltremare. Though both sites respectively contributed dozens of prisoners to 

 
228 For a comprehensive account of the various grassroots means used to commemorate the sinistra 
extraparlamentare, refer to Andrea Hajek’s Negotiating Memories of Protest in Western Europe: The Case of 
Italy which centers on the dynamics surrounding antifascist Francesco Lorusso’s death in Bologna in 1977. 
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be executed at the Fosse Ardeatine, via Tasso was run by the German SS Captain Herbert 

Kappler and the Pensione Oltremare was instead managed by Pietro Koch, the Italian-born 

leader of a notorious police force of militant fascists.229  

The Pensione Oltremare remained entirely unmarked all the way through the early 

2000s. To correct this historical lapse, the local ANPI chapter appealed to the municipality to 

commemorate the site with a historical plaque in 2011. The process was initially running 

smoothly and received approval from the necessary municipal offices. But once the 

municipality approved the creation of a plaque, the condominium located at the former site still 

needed to provide their majority approval in order for the plaque to be positioned outside of 

the building. After months of silence the condominium finally made public its decision 

regarding the plaque on March 23, 2012, the anniversary of the 1944 attack at via Rasella.230 

On that symbolic date, the condominium rejected the placement of the proposed plaque 

commemorating the victims of the Banda Koch. Following this announcement, the Esquiline 

ANPI chapter issued a press release firmly condemning how this decision “demonstrates the 

deepest indifference and civil disengagement. And that saddens us even more today, on the 

occasion of the anniversary of the massacre of the Fosse Ardeatine, where many of the victims 

were handed over to Nazi criminals straight from the cells of this long-forgotten place.”231 This 

pointed rejection indicates not only indifference, but denial, and I would argue an intentional 

 
229 Sezione ANPI “don Pappagallo” Esquilino-Monti-Celio di Roma, “Un luogo per la Memoria all’Esquilino. 
La “banda Koch” e il carcere dei torturatori fascisti: la pensione Oltremare,” February 2, 2010, 
https://www.anpiesquilino.it/home/index.php/2010/171-un-luogo-per-la-memoria-all-esquilino-la-banda-koch-
e-il-carcere-dei-torturatori-fascisti-la-pensione-oltremare.  
230 Paolo Brogi, “Il condominio che dice no alla targa in ricordo delle torture,” Corriere delle Sera, March 25, 
2012, https://roma.corriere.it/roma/notizie/cronaca/12_marzo_24/condominio-dice-no-targa-banda-koch-brogi-
2003817833236.shtml.  
231 Sezione ANPI “don Pappagallo” Esquilino-Monti-Celio di Roma, “La Memoria e l’indifferenza civile. Il 
condominio dice no alla targa in Memoria dei patrioti vittime della Banda Koch,” March 23, 2012, 
https://www.anpiesquilino.it/home/index.php/2012/284-la-memoria-e-l-indifferenza-civile-il-condominio-dice-
no-alla-targa-in-memoria-dei-patrioti-vittime-della-banda-koch. “dimostra la più profonda indifferenza e il 
disimpegno civile. E che ci addolora ancor più oggi, in occasione dell’anniversario dell’eccidio delle Fosse 
Ardeatine, dove molte delle vittime furono consegnate ai criminali nazisti proprio dalle celle di questo luogo 
troppo a lungo dimenticato.” 
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malice towards acknowledging Italian Fascist complicity in Nazi occupation.  

The local ANPI chapter refused to accept the condominium’s rejection of the plaque. 

So, on Liberation Day the plaque to the antifascist victims of Koch was inaugurated on the 

pavement to the right of the building’s entrance (which is technically public property) [Fig. 

49].232 Though placed less than a decade ago, the plaque has already fallen into a state of 

complete illegibility given that “the current location presents precarious factors and 

considerable exposure to the elements…” [Fig. 50].233 Though the ANPI chapter has issued 

calls to maintain and clean the plaque, former ANPI secretary Marco Foroni is now advocating 

for a vertical support in the sidewalk to which the plaque can then be affixed.234 The current 

state of the historical marker on via Principe Amedeo is at once another shameful symbol of 

Italy’s obfuscation of Fascist war crimes as well as a testament to the continued determination 

at the grassroots level to memorialize the tragic events of Rome’s Occupation. 

 Not only have there been countless local campaigns for the placement of needed 

historical markers, so too there are concerted national attempts to reinvigorate the performative 

lives of preexisting Resistance plaques. In 2021, ANPI launched a national campaign, “Strade 

di Liberazione” or “Streets of Liberation” which calls on people to deposit flowers beneath 

partisan and antifascist plaques on Liberation Day [Fig. 51]. This initiative promotes a personal 

pilgrimage of sorts as individual ANPI chapters then created commemorative routes to the 

various plaques and monuments in their given neighborhood. This initiative is also an 

intriguing reinterpretation of the standardized practice wherein State and municipal entities 

place a commemorative wreath beneath Resistance plaques on Liberation Day. By asking 

individuals rather than institutional actors to deposit smaller scale honorary markers, this ANPI 

 
232 Sezione ANPI “don Pappagallo” Esquilino-Monti-Celio di Roma, “La Targa ce la mettiamo noi!” April 12, 
2012, https://www.anpiesquilino.it/home/index.php/2012/281-la-targa-ce-la-mettiamo-noi.  
233 “l'attuale collocazione presenta aspetti di precarietà e notevole esposizione alle intemperie” 
234 Sezione ANPI “don Pappagallo” Esquilino-Monti-Celio di Roma, “Una Targa per la Memoria. Eseguiti i 
lavori di manutenzione,” August 6, 2013, https://www.anpiesquilino.it/home/index.php/2013/314-una-targa-per-
la-memoria-eseguiti-i-lavori-di-manutenzione.  



78 
 

campaign is at once reminiscent of the familiar institutional placement of commemorative 

wreaths while instead encouraging the direct performative engagement of individual 

supporters.  

 Rome’s eighth municipality where the Fosse Ardeatine are located launched its own 

“Strade di Liberazione” campaign which begins at the Mausoleo itself and proceeds towards 

various historical markers [Fig. 52]. One stopping point is the aforementioned commemorative 

plaque for Enrico Mancini [Fig. 21]. This plaque was also tellingly reproduced in a recent 

documentary film produced for the 60th anniversary of the Fosse Ardeatine, “Quel 24 marzo.” 

In the documentary’s title sequence, an interviewer approaches a 21-year-old man living in the 

Garbatella neighborhood’s Lotto 43. The interviewer asks him whether, since he lives in the 

Municipio of the Fosse Ardeatine, that name means anything to him. The man affirmatively 

shrugs, “in grosso modo, sì” or “generally, yes,” but when asked whether he recognizes the 

name Enrico Mancini he shakes his head to conclude the interview. The camera then pans over 

to reveal that the entrance of this man’s apartment building is precisely where Mancini’s 

commemorative plaque has hung for decades. Again, the waning efficacy and flagging 

reception of Resistance plaques over time is a very real problem of Resistance commemoration, 

so what commemorative models are now being adopted to correct this historical lapse related 

to the outmoded format of the memorial plaque? 

A well-known reinvigoration of the visibility of and performative engagement with 

commemorative markers is that of the pietre d’inciampo or “stumbling stones” which have 

now become an essential feature of Rome’s urban fabric [Fig. 53]. German artist Gunter 

Demnig began his “Stolpersteine” project in 1990 to place brass cobblestone markers outside 

the former homes of the victims of Nazi violence. This memorial initiative has become diffuse 

throughout Europe and every year since 2010 more pietre d’inciampo have been added to 

Rome’s city streets. The Rome-based pietre d’inciampo are coordinated by Adachiara Zevi 
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with the Associazione Arte in Memoria and as of 2022 there are a total of 387 stumbling stones 

throughout the city. Since 2012, Fosse Ardeatine victims have also been included amongst 

these dedications for a current total of 29 pietre d’inciampo to those killed in the massacre. As 

Zevi has described in her 2014 book Monumenti per difetto: dalle Fosse Ardeatine alle pietre 

d’inciampo, “[t]he urban map created by the ‘stumbling stones’ allows one to visualize both 

the Jewish presence and the extensive network of resistance against Nazi-fascism, debunking 

simplifications and clichés…”235 Zevi goes on to describe the pietre as a formidable tool, 

particularly for younger generations, to better know and understand the history of their own 

neighborhoods.236  

The reception of the pietre d’inciampo has been overwhelmingly positive with well-

attended inaugurations and widespread coverage in the media. Though similar in terms of their 

fundamentally diffuse character and individualized format, the rhetorical and experiential 

impact of the commemorative plaques and pietre d’inciampo do differ. Comparing Mancini’s 

commemorative plaque from 1947 with his pietra d’inciampo from 2022, each encourages a 

different type of viewer engagement. Mancini’s commemorative plaque is stationed on a 

building wall above eye level, requiring viewers to deliberately pause, look up, and read its 

epigraphic dedication. His pietra d’inciampo is instead underfoot and quite literally stumbled 

upon. Materially, the plaque is incised into a stone slab that ultimately blends into the apartment 

building’s exterior. The weathering of the plaque’s surface and the withered aspect of the 

wreath beneath further its inconspicuousness. By comparison, the pietra is embossed into a 

shiny brass surface that automatically stands out from the surrounding asphalt. The size of the 

pietre, modelled off the cubic format of a cobblestone or sampietrino, does not permit for 

 
235 Zevi, Monumenti per difetto, 180-181. “La mappa urbana disegnata dalle ‘pietre d’inciampo’ consente di 
visualizzare sia la presenza ebraica sia l’esensione della rete della resistenza al nazi-fascismo, sfatando 
semplificazioni e luoghi comuni…” 
236 Zevi, Monumenti per difetto, 181. 
Though all true statements of the value of the pietre d’inciampo, Zevi’s framing elides the very similar function 
that has been performed by Rome’s commemorative plaques since the immediate postwar period. 



80 
 

lengthy epigraphic reflections on the heroic ideals and sacrifices of the fallen which are so 

often seen in Resistance plaques. Instead, the pietre d’inciampo are exceedingly uniform with 

spare dedications that (in the case of Fosse Ardeatine victims) list the victim’s name, date of 

birth, date of arrest, and date of death at the Fosse Ardeatine. 

Intriguingly, a representative from the Associazione Arte in Memoria, Annabella Gioia, 

has noticed a pronounced divide in the commissioning of the pietre. While the pietre for Jewish 

victims of the Fosse Ardeatine are typically requested by family members, those for political 

partisans are instead almost entirely commissioned by partisan memory associations such as 

ANPI. Gioia attributes this disparity to the fact that intergenerational family ties are particularly 

strong within Rome’s Jewish community. Instead, the number of remaining relatives who knew 

the Fosse Ardeatine victims in life is diminishing and there is not the same impetus for 

commemoration among their third and fourth generation ancestors. Increasingly, the only 

remaining stewards of the memory of the political partisans at the Fosse Ardeatine are memory 

associations such as ANPI along with left-leaning politicians and municipalities. Mancini’s 

pietra was exceptionally commissioned by a Socialist representative of European parliament 

who is also the nephew of Enrico, Massimiliano Smeriglio.237 This commission uniquely 

reflects both the continued importance of the Fosse Ardeatine among the victims’ relatives and 

as a tool of political legitimization among the left. 

The neighborhood of Garbatella where Mancini once lived is now an exemplar for how 

ethical commemoration of the Fosse Ardeatine has increasingly evolved into a form of 

antifascist activism. According to an oral account given by Duccio Ellero in Portelli’s The 

Order has been Carried Out, Garbatella has long had strong ties to the memory of the Fosse 

Ardeatine. Everything from the neighborhood’s geographical vicinity to the caves, to its 

 
237 Gianni Rivolta, “Addio Riccardo, Testimone delle nostra Memoria,” Cara Garbatella, March 22, 2021, 
https://caragarbatella.it/addio-riccardo-testimone-della-nostra-memoria/.  
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working-class population and concentrated presence of victims’ relatives meant that the 

Garbatella community was among the first to rush to the site in the immediate aftermath of the 

massacre.238 Garbatella’s dedication to the historical memory of the Fosse Ardeatine has 

persisted across generations and well preceded the spike in attention brought on by the Priebke 

trials. Garbatella is as such a significant case study for localized memory of the Fosse Ardeatine 

across time. 

Ellero went on to describe a longstanding “Down with Priebke” graffiti at the exit of 

the Garbatella metro station and notes, “it’s not an accident that, out of all the graffiti we made, 

the ones about the Fosse Ardeatine haven’t been touched, they’re the only ones that were not 

erased by the homeowners, by the merchants, the bar owners.”239 Though in other examples 

discussed in this chapter graffiti is now frequently used as a tool of vandalism and counter-

memory, it has long been a medium of positive commemoration of the Fosse Ardeatine victims. 

Paired with the Giorni di gloria film still of painted graffiti for the victims shortly after the 

massacre [Fig. 39], this oral account reflects the longstanding use of graffiti as a grassroots 

means to honor the Fosse Ardeatine victims across time. This tradition continues today as 

attested to by the presence in Tor Marancia between Garbatella and the Fosse Ardeatine of a 

spraypainted dedication calling for “honor to the fallen of the Fosse Ardeatine” [Fig. 54]. And 

in much the same way that the use of a PCI party symbol in Barbieri’s plaque reinscribed his 

memory according to his communist beliefs [Fig. 41], the spraypainted hammer and sickle in 

this graffiti dedication frames the massacre’s victims as collectively communist. 

 In recent years commemorative graffiti tags have also given way to a growing body of 

painted murals throughout Rome that are concentrated in several of the city’s peripheral 

neighborhoods. For the 77th anniversary of the Fosse Ardeatine and the centenary celebration 

 
238 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 283. 
239 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 284. 
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of Garbatella, the neighborhood commissioned graffiti artist Francesco Pogliaghi to paint a 

monumental mural portrait of Mancini that overlooks the Piazza Bartolomeo Romano at the 

symbolic heart of Garbatella [Fig. 55]. In so doing, memory of the Fosse Ardeatine has now 

assumed an even more central aspect of the neighborhood’s identity. Formally speaking, the 

mural is less a finished portrait than a reification of the performance and process of its making. 

The partial paint fill of Mancini’s face and hair, the visibility of the grid beneath, and the 

dripping effect of his shadow all transmit a sense that the mural as incomplete. Paired with the 

artist’s graffitied promise to keep safe those who lost their lives by choosing to remember them, 

the mural visually and textually communicates historical memory as a continual process. So 

too the use of color places this work at the intersection between a past portrait and present 

mural. Mancini’s face and clothes are treated in the black and white patina associated with 

photographic portraits both from his lifetime and from the spontaneous shrines at the Fosse 

Ardeatine. The bright splashes of color that blacklight his head paired with the unaltered ochre 

of the building surface then in turn breathe new life into his portrait. 

Despite repeated reference to the various ways that Mancini has been commemorated 

over time, the significance of his continued commemoration cannot be fully grasped without a 

closer look at his biography. Mancini was a partisan and local leader of the Partito d’Azione 

chapters in Garbatella, Testaccio, and Ostiense who was vocally antifascist and long opposed 

to the regime.240 Over time, this created increasing difficulties in Mancini’s work life as a 

carpenter since his workshops were the repeated targets of politically motivated arson attacks. 

He was ultimately forced to relocate to one of the newly constructed popular housing buildings 

in Garbatella. Still, Mancini dedicated himself to managing an elaborate, clandestine 

intelligence network which was fundamental to the Partito d’Azione’s Resistance activity in 

Rome. It was on March 7, 1944 that Mancini was arrested by a group of sixteen soldiers from 

 
240 Archivio ANFIM, “Fascicolo Personale-Enrico Mancini,” ANFIM, Rome. 
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the “Polizia dell’Africa Italiana,” an Italian colonial police force.241 Mancini was held for 

thirteen days at the Pensione Oltremare and subjected to repeated tortures by Koch who was 

seeking information related to Mancini’s intelligence network. Mancini never disclosed this 

information and was transferred to Regina Coeli prison on March 20th before ultimately being 

taken away for execution at the Fosse Ardeatine.242 

Several details of Mancini’s biography are relayed through the plaque that accompanies 

his recent mural. The plaque describes how, “[w]ith firm obstinance, he never adhered to 

Fascism. He was a convinced antifascist, active in the ranks of Actionist Party and opposed to 

the occupation of the city. Imprisonment and torture did not break him.”243 Compared with the 

abstract reference to Mancini’s just ideals and heroic martyrdom in his 1947 plaque, this new 

historical marker adopts a more vernacular language intended to be more familiar to its 

audience. Tellingly, the text of the new plaque also focuses not only on Mancini’s death at the 

Fosse Ardeatine but also details his lifelong antifascist activism. This dual focus enables 

Mancini’s story to overcome the dichotomy of the evil German and good Italian that has so 

often characterized Italy’s historical revisionism of World War II. His story not only illustrates 

the collaboration of Fascist and Nazi forces during Rome’s occupation, but also reminds 

readers of the years-long persecution faced by partisans at the hands of Fascists prior to the 

war. The plaque goes on to state, “Garbatella remembers the fallen of the Fosse 

Ardeatine…This face represents each of them…They buried us, but we were seeds,” and 

 
241 Archivio ANFIM, “Fascicolo Personale-Enrico Mancini.” 
242 Archivio ANFIM, “Fascicolo Personale-Enrico Mancini.” 
243 The full, original dedication reads, “Ronciglione 12 ottobre del 1896. Roma, Fosse Ardeatine 24 marzo 1944. 
Crebbe a Testaccio dove imparò il mestiere di ebanista. Lasciò bottega per combattere la Prima Guerra 
Mondiale. Tornato a Roma visse al Lotto 43 della Garbatella. Con strenua ostinazione, mai aderì al fascismo. Fu 
convinto antifascista, attivo tra le fila del Partito d’Azione si oppose all’occupazione della città. Il carcere e la 
tortura non lo piegarono. Il 24 marzo 1944 morì alle Fosse Ardeatine sotto il piombo dei nazisti. 
La Garbatella ricorda i Caduti delle Fosse Ardeatine. 335 uomini la cui vita, strappata al tempo dalla barbiere 
nazifascista, e il valore della nostra libertà. 
Questo volto rappresenta ognuno di loro. 
Roma, 24 marzo 2021   Ci hanno seppellito, ma eravamo semi 
Tutto questo non sarebbe stato possible senza Riccardo Mancini, figlio di Enrico, testimone instancabile di una 
storia che ci appartiene 
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concludes by thanking “Riccardo Mancini, son of Enrico, tireless witness to a history that 

belongs to all of us.”244  

Many details of Mancini’s life are indeed known today through the tireless and lifelong 

dedication of his youngest son Riccardo in spreading his father’s story at local schools and the 

Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine’s annual ceremony. But two days before the mural’s 

inauguration, Riccardo Mancini passed away.245 His passing is a poignant reminder of our 

inevitable transition into an era without living witnesses of World War II. There is a 

pronounced need to continue adapting new means to keep historical memory and 

commemoration alive to combat not only the politicized revisionism outlined in this chapter, 

but also the perpetually growing historical distance between ourselves and the tragedies of 

World War II. The new plaque’s closing reference to the Fosse Ardeatine victims as ‘seeds’ 

and their history as belonging to all of us places the impetus on young generations to steward 

this historical memory.  

This framework seeks to revive the memory of past historical events by creating a felt 

relation to the past as an ongoing, living project. The creation of a personally felt connection 

to a historical event of which newer generations have not firsthand experienced is reflected in 

the poster design for Garbatella’s anniversary march to the Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine 

[Fig. 56]. The victims are once again referenced as the seeds of rebellion and the use of a first-

person plural cements the direct, performative link made between the model partisan and the 

contemporary antifascist activist. Red Resistance poppies have also been woven through the 

barbs and thorns of Basaldella’s iconic gates, with the implication being that they are placed 

not by a centralized entity but by individual sympathizers with Resistance memory. Mancini’s 

mural and its promoted logic of performative memory as contemporary antifascist activism are 

 
244 See the previous footnote. 
245 Gianni Rivolta, “Addio Riccardo, Testimone delle nostra Memoria.” 
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by no means a perfect model of Resistance memory. There are problematic implications that 

come with fusing Resistance memory with later forms of leftist and antifascist activism, namely 

losing sight of the historical facts and original context. Still, this coding of the Fosse Ardeatine 

as a living memory is undeniably effective and increasingly the rhetorical model by which it is 

remembered today. The question to ask moving forward is not whether grassroots 

commemoration will disappear altogether with the loss of direct witnesses, but instead how it 

will continue and evolve. 
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5. Conclusions 

The foundational goal of this project set out in the introduction was to compile an 

analytical survey of the many grassroots memorials used to commemorate the Fosse Ardeatine 

massacre over time. The respective focus of each chapter—the familial reactions to the 

Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine, the original context and experience of the spontaneous 

photographic shrines and individual memorial plaques in the immediate postwar period, and 

the renewed trends of grassroots memorialization in more recent years—mutually contributed 

to this cross-chronological overview of the massacre’s extrainstitutional commemoration. This 

survey can be a valuable tool to critically analyze the need for and logic behind popular 

commemoration of a collective trauma. By considering these varied approaches together, we 

can recognize their respective merits: The solemnity and honor of the victims’ burial at the 

Mausoleo delle Fosse Ardeatine, the emotional and humanizing impact of the spontaneous 

shrines, the diffusion and accessibility of the commemorative plaques and pietre d’inciampo, 

and the communicative potential of a large-scale figurative mural. 

 Inevitably, however, I am left with a lingering question of how to most effectively 

remember and commemorate the Fosse Ardeatine victims in all of their radical multiplicity. 

We first encountered the problematic homogenization of the victims at the Mausoleo delle 

Fosse Ardeatine, summarized in Clifford’s critique that, “[i]f the diversity of the victims made 

the site a symbolically potent lieu de mémoire, it was only through the suppression and 

selective forgetting or ignoring of this diversity that the monument became a truly national 

symbol.”246 The tendency to unify the victims into a single collective is also true of many 

grassroots memorials as well. For instance, the political coding of the postwar commemorative 

 
246 Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 132. 



87 
 

plaques paints all of the victims as politically active antifascists. So too the Mancini mural 

explicitly claims that Mancini represents each and every victim of the massacre, again framing 

the victims as unanimously partisan. And following the Priebke trials, the media has framed 

the memory of the Fosse Ardeatine as the exclusive purview of Rome’s Jewish community.247 

But the isolation of commemoration to individual political, territorial, and religious 

factions ultimately furthers the goals of historical reconciliationism. Grassroots memory of the 

Fosse Ardeatine is today almost exclusively carried forward by the Jewish community, Left-

leaning municipalities, or partisan memory associations such as ANPI. Relegating the moral 

duty of commemoration to a select few, alleviates the burden to remember from the many. 

Instead, Portelli has proposed an approach to overcome the routine homogenization of the 

victims whereby,  

The enormity of the event can be gauged only through the multiplicity of the stories: 
the ‘innocents’ picked up at random or killed because of their Jewish identity prove the 
absolute injustice of the murderers; the ‘conscious martyrs’ who came through 
Resistance, jail, and torture stand for the subjectivity and agency of the murdered. The 
Fosse Ardeatine are such a powerful symbol because they include them all, together 
and different.248  
 

So, to return to my above question, the best means to effectively remember the radical 

multiplicity of the massacre’s victims is to appreciate its diffuse memorialization over the 

decades. There is no single way to commemorate the victims, just as there is no single way that 

this complex massacre will ever be remembered. There will always be narratives and 

experiences that cannot fit into a collective, univocal monument to 335 individuals because 

just as the Resistance was a people-led movement, so too was its historical commemoration. 

The sheer multiplicity of grassroots commemoration over the years is a powerful testament to 

 
247 Amidst growing fears that the disproportionate allocation of the responsibility to remember the massacre on 
the Jewish community might engender increased antisemitic violence, Claudio Fano (an infallible witness to the 
early aftermath of the massacre whose testimonies have been of immeasurable importance to the present study) 
insisted that, “[t]he Fosse Ardeatine was a problem for everyone: among the victims there were not only Jews 
but Catholics, people from every social class and of every age. I can’t understand why the problem tends to be 
presented as one that is only Jewish.” Clifford, “The Limits of National Memory,” 135. 
248 Portelli, The Order has been Carried Out, 197-198. 
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the diversity of the victims and, as critical viewers, it is our job to recognize the multitude of 

memorials as an accurate reflection of Italy’s diffuse and divided memory of the Resistance. 
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